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ABSTRACT 
This thesis presents the findings   from   a   study   of   IT   professionals’   use   of  microblogging.   The  
study aimed to understand the behaviours and experiences of IT professionals when they use 
microblogging sites (with a particular focus on Twitter) and to examine the differences and 
similarities between their information behaviours and information experiences in physical and 
online spaces. The data for this study was collected using online observations, downloaded 
microblogs  (“tweets”)  and  one-on-one interviews wherein interviewees had their Twitter account 
open while answering questions and explaining their answers with respect to specific Tweets. The 
online observations were used to distinguish the information behaviours (objective and observable 
actions) of the participants, and the interviews  were  used  to  understand  the  participants’  intentions 
and motivations through their own individual perspectives. The data was analysed using a 
constructive grounded theory method. The findings indicate that building professional 
connections and a community of practice are more important to IT professionals than the 
information-seeking and information-sharing aspects of microblogging. In short, the participants 
experienced the microblogging site, Twitter, as a real place or information grounds where they 
meet and socialise with others. Furthermore, the findings indicate that microblogging sites such as 
Twitter are more than just information grounds for IT professionals: they are also places where IT 
professionals create a community or seek a community of practice by choice rather than by simple 
chance. In these sites, IT professionals also engage in a process of sense making that is not so 
much about making sense of the informational content of their online networks, but about the 
network itself, and about expanding their own networks in a strategic manner in order to advance 
their professional goals. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION  
Online social media technologies and applications allow two-way communication in real time for 
the purposes of collaborating, sharing, seeking and disseminating information. Social media tools 
have helped people in building professional relationships, career enhancement, as well as in 
developing online communities (Lassi & Sonnenwald, 2010). Social media has also transformed 
the way researchers conduct inter-disciplinary collaboration (Hadjerrouit, 2011). Social media 
tools are often the result of innovations in Information Technology (IT) and developed by IT 
professionals within the industry. Nevertheless, limited studies have examined how these IT 
professionals themselves use social media for professional purposes. Such a study has potential to 
offer us some new knowledge into digital and social media communication within a professional 
context.  This thesis document details such a study, which was undertaken during the period 
between 2012 and 2015. 
1.1. Background 
Over recent years, social media has increasingly been used for purposes of informal information 
sharing, communication, and disseminating information within professional practice (Chamberlin 
& Lehmann, 2011; Kassens-Noor, 2012). However, issues related to credibility and authenticity 
mean social media is still seen as an informal communication medium rather than a formal one 
(Black, 2008; Hadjerrouit, 2011). In other words, formal communication within closed 
information environments is still seen as superior to online interactions such as those that social 
media provides. Nevertheless, in  everyday  life  and  work,  “many  people  use  formal  sources  rarely,  
relying instead on informal sources such as friends and family, or knowledgeable colleagues at 
work”  (Case, 2002, p. 375) and  “barring  special  circumstances,  people  turn  to  other  people  when  
seeking  everyday  information”  (Fisher, Naumer, Durrance, Stromski, & Christiansen, 2005). This 
type of information seeking and sharing described by Case (2002) and Fisher, Landry, and 
Naumer (2007) is increasingly evident in social media spaces in interactions between people and 
organisations both formally and informally. Recently, Case and O’Connor  (2016) have found that 
limited   research  measures   the  way   information  users’  use   information and how its effects users 
daily activities. The rise of social media phenomena has enhanced the communication gap 
between experienced researchers and new scholars (Gu & Widen-Wulff, 2011). The use of social 
media helps researchers to share and exchange their knowledge to broader audiences 
(Straumsheim, 2014). 
This study investigated the way IT professionals use microblogging for professional purposes. 
Information grounds theory (Pettigrew, 1998) was used as a conceptual framework to explore IT 
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professionals’   information  behaviours within Twitter. The aim of this study was to explore the 
role social media plays in assisting IT professionals to develop information networks, share 
information, and sustain connections in virtual spaces. The study sought also to investigate the 
differences between traditional information behaviours and online information behaviours. 
1.2. The research problem 
Microblogs are widely used as a communication tool and it is an effective electronic word-of-
mouth (Jansen, Zhang, Sobel, & Chowdury, 2009). A literature search found no previous 
empirical study of microblogging platforms where people conceive it as   “place”   and   how   it’s  
being used for professional communication and networking. The literature suggests that 
microblogging is a promising tool for professional purposes (Power, 2015). At the time this study 
commenced, there had been no empirically derived discussion on the impact of microblogs on IT 
professionals’   information experience. During the course of this study, some literature was 
published relating to professionals’ use of microblogs, but there has not been any research that 
explicitly deals with IT  professionals’ use of microblogs for professional purposes. This research 
seeks to fill this gap. 
1.3. Terms, concepts, and frameworks 
This research uses the concept of human information behaviour (Lakshminarayanan, 2010) in 
combination with the information grounds theory (Pettigrew, 1998) and the co-experience 
concept (Battarbee, 2003) in an attempt to understand the use of Twitter by IT Professionals. 
1.3.1. Twitter 
Twitter is a microblogging social networking site that enables users to share information and 
connect with people. Twitter was originally developed for casual communication; however, the 
focus is no longer just on casual  communication.  Twitter  only  allows  users  to  “tweet”  no  longer  
than 140 characters   per  message   to   their   contacts.  These   contacts   are   known   as   “followers”   in  
Twitter  rather  than  “friends”  as in Facebook and the significant difference between Twitter and 
Facebook is the way users gain followers (Reinhardt, Ebner, Beham, & Costa, 2009). Twitter 
does not require the users to send or accept friend requests nor does it require that users become 
followers of those following them compared to Facebook. Thus, generally the relationships on 
Facebook tend to be strong-tie relationships, while Twitter has more weak-tie relationships.  
Twitter is a unique form of communication, which allows users to share ideas, news, and 
hyperlinks just in time and can reach a wider audience easily. Twitter is one of the most well 
known microblogs that provide flexibility in communications. Java, Song, Finin, and Tseng 
(2007) found the main user intentions on Twitter was as follows: 
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1. Daily Chatter – users have conversations on Twitter regarding their daily routine or keep 
themselves up-to-date with what their followers are currently doing.  
2. Conversations – users comment  or  reply  to  their  friend’s  posts,  and the comment or reply is started 
with the @ symbol followed by a username for replies. [This is very similar to Facebook tags but 
much more public.] 
3. Sharing information/URLs – most tweets in Twitter contain some URL to relevant resources 
enhanced by short comments. 
4. Reporting news – provides information of the latest news or comment about current events on 
Twitter (Java et al., 2007, pp. 62-63). 
Twitter also evolved quickly since its launch in 2006 due to easy access to the developer API that 
allows users to repurpose the tool to meet their needs (Straumsheim, 2014): it has the ability to 
create dynamic social interaction, less time-consuming, and it can augment other social media 
channels (Kreitzberg, 2009). Twitter is a microblogging platform that enables professionals to 
develop information networks, knowledge sharing, and sustain connections easily. Twitter also 
helps professionals broadcast a link to their blog and send their tweets automatically to their other 
social media applications (Fischer & Reuber, 2011). Moreover, Twitter enables users to annotate 
one’s   posts   by   creating   hashtags that help disseminate information to a wider audience. This 
feature makes Twitter more useful compared to other microblogs, as it helps to contextualise and 
situate the post (information) within a specific discourse. Hashtags are used to group messages 
with  a  “#”  sign  followed  by  a  word  or  a  special  code  that  in  turn  creates  a  unique  tag  for  a  specific  
purpose or event. Such hashtags are useful and meaningful when sharing and/or contributing to a 
specific topic or event (Reinhardt et al., 2009). Hashtags allow individuals to generate resources 
on a topic and to share knowledge across networks of interest. In many ways, hashtags are a 
functional ‘affordance’  (O'Riordan, Feller, & Nagle, 2012) that functions as a search tool, a topic 
relevance tool, and an information organising tool. 
Twitter provides also a sense of place and a sense of belonging that allows IT professionals to 
create their own community of practice and share their knowledge publicly. Java et al., (2007) 
stated that Twitter users could be distinguished between information seeker and information 
source. The main characteristic of information seeker is reading, lurking, and does not involve 
any active participation, whereas the information sharer sharing the information by tweeting or re-
tweeting the information can be considered an information source. These two types of participants 
have influenced the way Twitter is being used for professional purposes. Power (2015) 
emphasised that Twitter is suitable for networking and creating learning relationships with friends 
and followers. This is because of the flexibility and the usability afforded by the interface to seek 
and share information easily as well as enabling users to create their own community of practice. 
Collectively, existing research has shown that Twitter has transformed the way people 
communicate and that it has a significant impact on the personal and professional context of 
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individuals. This study did not investigate the use of Twitter for personal purposes except 
incidentally while studying professionals’   Twitter   use, and mainly aims to study the way IT 
professionals use Twitter for professional purposes. 
1.3.2. Human information behaviours (HIB) 
The term human information behaviour (HIB) was coined in the late 1990s, but its roots lie in the 
concept of information needs and uses research that arose in the 1960s (Case, 2002), and it is now 
a sub-discipline of Information Science, which studies the human-centred aspects of information 
systems and information ecologies. Information behaviour (IB) indicates the totality of human 
behaviours with reference to information, including  “unintentional  or  passive  behaviours  (such  as  
glimpsing or encountering information), as well as purposive behaviours that do not involve 
seeking,   such   as   actively   avoiding   information” (Case, 2002, p. 5). According to 
Lakshminarayanan (2010): 
“[HIB] it refers to all of the perceptible and imperceptible actions, reactions, and inactions of 
people in relation to their information environment, including both their external and internal 
context and their cognitive and affective involvement. Information behaviour is ubiquitous 
behaviour  that  is  interleaved  and  interwoven  with  an  individual’s  everyday  activities (p. 17). Due 
to its very human-centred focus, it is an inter-disciplinary field that draws on insights from varied 
fields such as: cognitive psychology, sociology, human learning, organisational behaviour, 
communications studies, philology, anthropology, evolutionary biology, and philosophy.” 
(Lakshminarayanan, 2010, p. 13) 
The human information behaviour concepts used in the analysis of this research are based on the 
following concepts from Lakshminarayanan (2010) where she created these definitions based on 
an extensive survey of the literature: 
x Information: INFORMATION is any quality that makes a difference to conscious, human 
minds. It is whatever appears significant to [you], whether originating from [your] 
external environment or [your] internal world. 
x Information Behaviours: INFORMATION BEHAVIOUR is the totality of information-
related activities including unintentional or passive activities (such as glimpsing or 
encountering information), as well as purposive behaviours that involve seeking or 
searching for information and behaviours such as actively avoiding some information. 
x Information Avoidance: Information AVOIDANCE as it relates to information means a 
purposive  avoiding  of  some  specific  information  that  you  know  exists,  but  don’t  want  to  
know the contents of, as it may change the way you think or act, or plan something. For 
example, you may avoid some unpleasant news because it upsets you.  
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x Berry picking:  Information BERRYPICKING behaviour as it relates to information 
seeking refers to the gathering of bits and pieces of information from different 
information sources or websites using a variety of techniques and search terms and 
piecing together the information into a coherent whole for oneself. This is an alternative 
method to finding all the information you need within one information resource as a 
single document or a grand set of documents. 
x Browsing: Information BROWSING behaviour is the exploration of information sources, 
based on the organisation of collections or casual scanning of lists (like browsing the 
results of a web search), as opposed to direct searching within a known resource using a 
very specific question or query. It is a purposive scanning of an information environment 
but without a clearly defined goal or plan.  
x Encountering: Information ENCOUNTERING occurs when new knowledge seemingly 
lands  on  one’s  lap  without  having  actively  gone  out  searching for it. You may or may not 
decide to actively act on it or react to it in any way.  
x Information foraging: INFORMATION FORAGING is a general term for describing a 
search for information in terms of biological models of animals foraging for food. On the 
Web for example, each site could be seen as a foraging patch where information is the 
prey. Leaving a site is easy, but finding good sites has not always been as easy. One may 
follow   the  ‘information  scent’  of  a  website   to  discover   if   they  are  rich   in   the resources 
one wants.  
x Monitoring: Information MONITORING behaviour refers to the practice of continually 
or periodically watching or scanning certain familiar or unfamiliar information 
surroundings or sources in anticipation of information that could stimulate something in 
you, such as: thought, action, response, motivation etc. Examples include scanning your 
physical environment on some regular basis or subscribing to blogs, listservs, alerts, or 
other notifications online. 
x Multitasking: MULTITASKING behaviour as it relates to information seeking signifies 
handling several parallel information-related tasks or thoughts that are unrelated to each 
other and switching between them often. 
x Organising: Information ORGANISING behaviour is the process of analysing and 
classifying materials into defined categories, directories, folders, or using other methods. 
This includes your own organisation methods or an established one, or the absence of it.  
x Searching: Information SEARCHING behaviour is the process of searching and locating 
information. It can include observable behaviour within formal information retrieval 
systems and informal information sources, and includes your internal thoughts, feelings, 
and other mental shifts within your mind. Searching is different to seeking in that you can 
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“search”  a  website  for  some  information  or  search  on  a  bookshelf  for  a  book,  but  you  are  
seeking some specific information within the results you retrieve, or seeking some 
specific information within the book you retrieve.  
x Seeking: Information SEEKING behaviour is defined as the purposive seeking of 
information   in   relation   to   a   specific   goal.   It   also   differs   from   the   ‘retrieving’   of  
information   as   explained   above,   for   you   can   ‘seek’   happiness   or   knowledge   through  
reading the book   you   just   retrieved,   but   you   cannot   ‘retrieve’   happiness   or   knowledge  
from the book or from the information.  
x Sense making: SENSE-MAKING behaviour is the process of seeking information in 
order to fill a gap in your understanding or to remove an uncertainty. Some think that 
ALL of our information seeking process fills some gap in our understanding of the world 
and our own lives, and that we are all constantly trying to make sense of the world and 
our existence through SEEKING information.  
x Surfing: Information SURFING behaviour is specific to browsing among Web sites, 
especially through using web links provided on sites to move from one site to another.  
x Use: Information USE behaviour consists of the physical and mental acts involved in 
incorporating information into your existing knowledge base. Information can be used in 
the following ways, specifically: you can use information that you have just found or use 
something you remember from the past; use information by connecting the two (or more) 
in your mind; use something by just passing it on or sharing it with someone; or, 
additionally, even broadcast it. Information can also be used by hiding it from others. 
(Lakshminarayanan, 2010, pp. 157-160) 
The above-listed human information behaviour concepts were relevant to this research and were 
considered in the analysis. However, not all the categories have been used or occurred on this 
current study analysis. 
1.3.3. Information grounds theory 
Information grounds theory was found to be especially resonant with social media information 
behaviours. Information grounds refers to a public (and physical) social setting where people go 
to carry out everyday life activities such as eating and hairdressing but ultimately end up engaging 
in seeking and sharing of information (Fisher et al., 2007). Membership size, membership type, 
familiarity, motivation, actor roles and social type are vital for groups to engage in information 
grounds. The characteristics of the space are also important in order for it to become a place 
conducive to information grounds (Narayan, 2013). These characteristics include: convenience, a 
friendly environment, and a perception of privacy surrounded by ambient noise, along with the 
significance of information, frequency of posts, and topics discussed; all of these have a 
significant influence on how information grounds are dynamically created in certain spaces.  
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According to this theory, information grounds are social settings where three elements – 
information, people, and place – come together to create an information flow within the physical 
environment. This often occurs in physical spaces such as health clinics, barber shops, hair salons, 
quilting bees, playgrounds, tattoo parlours, buses, food banks, etc. (Pettigrew, 1998). Information 
grounds are seen as being bounded by a physical space and the information-exchange is 
synchronous, in that the participants are all present in the environment more of less 
simultaneously. 
Another aspect of information grounds is the opportunistic discovery of information within social 
settings created temporarily by people gathered for some purpose other than seeking information, 
but where the social atmosphere stimulates spontaneous sharing of information (Ormerod, 1999). 
In other words, information grounds are any physical space where much information is exchanged 
in a dynamic and unplanned manner. Information grounds have a similar concept to active 
scanning as described by McKenzie (2003) where in certain environments, people are aware of 
the possibility of finding useful information in certain places even though they are not seeking 
specific information.  
This study extends this concept of information grounds to include social media and proposes that 
social media can function as a source of online information grounds, where people come together 
for a singular purpose. Similarly, this coming together fosters information discovery and aids also 
in professional work. This study proposes that social media, although it does not have a physical 
space as such, still has all the qualities that make it an information grounds; people participate in 
these  information  grounds  from  separate  ‘places’  in  cyberspace  in  a  synchronous  manner  in  real-
time, making it almost as dynamic and unplanned as physical information grounds. In contrast to 
the physical information grounds, social media is not necessarily bounded by physical space or 
even by time and hence can enable effective information sharing geographically across any 
number of physical spaces, both synchronously and asynchronously where the people can interact 
and collaborate with each other, each in their own time. 
There is limited research on how social media platforms are perceived as places that are 
comparable to physical spaces (as described in the information grounds theory) where the process 
of information sharing occurs. The findings from this study can help both professionals and 
researchers understand this fast-evolving method of communications, which has only emerged in 
the first decade of the twenty-first century. Current literature reveals no existing empirical study 
of how IT professionals experience online social media within their professional practice, 
although IT professionals are generally perceived to be in the forefront of social media 
development  and  use.  The  notion  of  social  media  as  a  ‘place’  that  is  similar  to  the  physical space 
described in the information grounds theory has not been researched either. This study aims to fill 
8 Chapter 1:Introduction 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
this gap in our understanding of how users within social media actually experience it as a place, 
“a  place  to  be  in,  a  place  to  go  to,  a  place to  gather,  or  a  place  to  be  seen  in”  (Narayan, A Talip, 
Watson, & Edwards, 2013, p. 127) – or information grounds – and use it for professional 
purposes such as networking, dissemination of content, public communications, or for 
collaboration. 
1.3.4. Co-experience concept 
Buchenau and Suri (2000) define   experience   as   “a   very   dynamic,   complex   and   subjective  
phenomenon”   (p. 424). Experience is personal, felt only in the mind of the individual who has 
been engaged in any event, whether it is an emotional, physical, intellectual or even spiritual 
event (Pine & Gilmore, 1998). Burch (2005) defines  the  word  experience  as  connected  to  ‘lived  
experience’  as: 
 “What   personally   and   immediately   ‘one   experiences   for   oneself’,   apart   from   all   hearsay,  
conjecture, or imaginative and ratiocinatory construction [and it just] not simply in what is felt or 
undergone by sentient beings in the passage of time but of what from this passing sentience is 
meaningfully singled out and preserved.” (Burch, 2005, pp. 132-133) 
In addition, Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) identify three types of experience: 
1. Experience: the   constant   stream   of   “self-talk”   that   happens  while  we   are   conscious   [to  
understand and] constantly assesses our goals relative to the people, products, and 
environments that surround us at any given time. 
2. An  experience:  a  particular  character   in  one’s  memory and a sense of completion [that] 
has a beginning and an end, and often inspires emotional and behavioural changes in the 
experiencer. 
3. Co-experience: user experience in social contexts, [which] takes place as experiences are 
created together, or shared with others. (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004, p. 263) 
All three types of experience described above are important to this study of how IT professionals 
experience social media. Of particular interest is the co-experience   aspect,   in   which   “the  
experiences an individual has and the interpretations that are made of them are influenced by the 
physical   if  virtual  presence  of  others”   (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004, p. 263). This study assumed 
that the incidence of co-experience is high in social media, as it is an interactive environment by 
default. 
Based on the above discussion of social media, IT professionals, human information behaviours, 
information grounds theory, and the concept of information experience, the main research 
question this study will address is: 
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How do IT professionals use microblogs?  
In order to answer this broad question, the following more specific questions were examined: 
1. What  are  IT  professionals’  information behaviours on microblogs?  
2. What are  IT  professionals’  information experiences of microblogs? 
3. How does this compare with existing frameworks of information behaviours in physical 
spaces? 
1.4. Research design 
The data for this study was collected through a study of IT professionals who currently use 
Twitter. Twitter is a microblogging platform and, previously, Fischer and Reuber (2011) have 
used Twitter to  understand  the  thinking  and  behaviour  of  entrepreneurs’  interactions  on  Twitter,  
and found that it can facilitate a marked increase in interactions between people. Microblogs are 
platforms that enable professionals to easily disseminate short messages that are 140 characters or 
less in length. Murphy (2008) highlights that “microblogs   are   social   networks   for   broadcasting  
news   that   have   a   very   short   character   limit   in   the   vein   of   text  messaging” (p. 375). Schirmer 
(2011) argues that limitation creates a brevity of communication where there is “freedom  within  
such  restriction”  (p. 24) that also enables the users to announce and share information as well as 
play a role as a gateway to other social media and social networking applications (Miller, 2008). 
Twitter was chosen for this study due to the increased ease of data access and download from the 
platform. It is suitable for the study of professional use of social media, for interactions on Twitter 
are not just between people who know each other but also between those who are interested in a 
particular topic. It is anticipated that the findings from this study will create new knowledge 
concerning the use of social media by professionals. Twitter was chosen over Facebook and other 
platforms because Twitter is more open than Facebook, while at the same tine being less 
restrictive; Twitter does not require mutual sharing. Person A can choose to follow Person B 
without Person B making the same decision to follow Person A (Al-Hadidi, 2011). Facebook 
generally connects friends or people who already know each other, whereas Twitter connects 
friends and strangers with common topical interests. 
The context of IT professionals using Twitter is used as a gateway to attempt to understand this 
phenomenon. This is done for reasons as explained above. Additionally, this study makes the 
assumption that Twitter (rather than Facebook or other social media platforms) is more suitable 
for the study of professional use of social media since the content of Twitter is more publicly 
available and accessible than other social media. It helps the researcher considerably when 
accessing and analysing the tweet data. Additionally, it facilitates interactions between not just 
people who know each other, but also others interested in a particular topic. 
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IT professionals were identified and contacted   via   social   media   using   a   “snowball   sampling”  
method (Patton, 1990). Snowball sampling is a technique whereby the researcher asked 
participants to identify other individuals who could participate in this current study (McCalla-
Graham, 2015). They were then asked for permission to study their online interactions and also 
asked to participate in an interview. The study used several research instruments including online 
observations and interviews: the Twitter observations  provided  evidence  of  the  IT  professionals’  
information behaviours, the qualitative face-to-face interviews with IT professionals provided the 
data to understand their experience. The results were examined to determine how social media 
networks function within a defined community of IT professionals.  
A constructive grounded theory approach was employed to analyse the data (Charmaz, 2006). 
Finally, the results were mapped to human information behaviour theories from the literature 
(including information grounds theory) as well as the connections between them. A model of 
online information grounded was developed based on the findings. This model is intended to be 
usable for social media providers, general users, and professionals so as to better understand and 
use social media effectively. 
1.4.1. Research aim and significance 
The aim of this study was to understand how IT professionals experience and use microblogs for 
professional purposes. The specific objectives of this study are as follows: 
1. This study aims to explore the role social media plays in assisting IT professionals to 
develop information networks, share information, and sustain connections in online 
spaces.  
2. The study seeks to investigate the differences between traditional information behaviour 
and online information behaviour. 
A theory of information grounds, as well as and information behavioural concepts, were used as a 
lens by which to understand the relationship between the use of social media and social 
interaction within the online spaces among IT professionals. However, the researcher did not use 
the theoretical frameworks for data collection during the data analysis until the last phase of 
analysis, as it is aligned to the grounded theory. 
The findings from this study have the potential to better enhance our understanding of social 
media networks in various ways, as shown below: 
1. It provides a foundational understanding of the ways in which social media is used for 
professional purposes. This understanding not only assists researchers, but can also help 
IT professionals who are not yet using social media.  
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2. The findings can help organisations understand and use this emerging channel of 
professional information by sharing issues over social media with its staff and its 
stakeholders. 
3. Mapping the social media space to the conventional Information Grounds theory has 
helped  create  a  new  theory  and  model  of  “online  information  grounds”.  This  model  can  
serve as a reference for researchers to use in future research in their study of online 
environments. 
4. The model of online information grounds can assist organisations and professionals to 
effectively develop and sustain productive online social networks in a professional 
context. 
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1.4.2. Assumptions 
This study investigated social media with the lens of human information behaviour theories in 
order to understand how IT professionals experience social media. This was done through 
examining IT professionals who are currently using Twitter.  
There were two assumptions in this choice: 
1. The first assumption was that Twitter is suited to understanding social media use. This is 
because, due to its short micro-blogging feature, much of the content links to (via URLs) 
or points to other social media and open websites on the Internet. In this way, Twitter acts 
as a window or gateway to other resources worldwide. Additionally, most of the content 
on Twitter (unlike on Facebook and other such platforms) is publicly available by default 
and users often create and follow current topics so it is more useful for researching 
professional social networking. Finally, on Twitter, connections between people need not 
be two-way.  That   is,  one  person  can  “follow” another person and their updates without 
the other person doing the same. 
2. The second assumption was that IT Professionals are likely to use Twitter more than 
other professionals as social media technologies are often designed and built by IT 
professionals. Hence they are likely to understand and use social media technologies in a 
way that may provide better research insights on the social media experience. 
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1.5. Key findings 
The key findings from this research are that serendipitous information discovery also enables 
serendipitous human networks to be established. Information on Twitter is permanent but often 
lies dormant and can surface again, ready to sprout and become current again, based on a simple 
prompt from anyone who might find it.  This study extends the  concept  of   ‘serendipity’   in   that  
serendipitous information discovery is not limited to information encountering and sharing but 
also to the unplanned formation of new human networks.  This study found that IT professionals 
tend to use Twitter to develop and establish their professional connections where information 
simply acts as a catalyst. This study also found that the information experience on Twitter is more 
about the people than the information itself.  In other words, the information flow simply 
facilitates the interaction between IT professionals on Twitter; that in turn that facilitates a 
particular type of experience, a co-experience that simply happens to be an information-related 
experience. IT professionals access Twitter to keep in touch with colleagues and also for purposes 
of professional development rather than just to gather or share information. Therefore, these 
findings contribute to theoretical perspectives in the understanding of co-experience within 
Twitter, along with a foundational understanding of the ways in which microblogging is used. 
This understanding has significant potential to help social media users, researchers, and 
organisations in their use of social media. In short, the key findings of this research are as follows: 
1. On human social networks such as Twitter, the concept of serendipitous discovery is not 
limited  to  information  but  involves  the  concept  of  “people  discovery”  as  well. 
2. For IT professional users of Twitter, professional networking is more important than 
information sharing on social media networks such as Twitter. 
This study yielded an interesting finding that the lifecycle of information on microblogging sites 
is infinite as information is never lost, but stays like a latent seed, waiting to be activated again 
when someone retweets it. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter presents a review of the relevant literature. The literature review covers the context 
of professional development within information networks, including how professionals share 
information and sustain connections both in physical and online spaces. Next, it examines the 
literature on human information behaviours that apply to the use of social media for 
communication in general and for professional purposes specifically. Finally, it discusses the 
theories around social media and microblogs in the context of professional use. This chapter 
reflects  the  study’s  research  objectives:  the  role  social  media  plays  in  assisting  IT  professionals  to  
develop information networks, share information, and sustain connections in virtual spaces and 
the role of information behaviour on social media. 
2.1. Defining IT professionals 
The definition of an IT professional is not limited to their work in IT contexts, but is also related 
to   the   person’s   role   and   context   within   their organisations. Even the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS), that publishes the Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification 
(ANZIC),  uses   IT  as  an   example  of  why   it   frequently  updates   its   classification:   “especially   for  
industries that  are  subject  to  frequent  changes  (e.g.  information  technology)”  (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2002). The ABS considers Information Technology & Telecommunications (IT & T) 
sectors as falling under the Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) Industries. It 
also considers a range of industry classes where IT & T is relevant and which spans a broad range 
of industries across sectors that include education, health, government, media and 
communications industries (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002). The Organization of Economic 
Cooperation   and  Development   (OECD)  defines   ICT  goods   and   services   as   those   that   “fulfil   or  
enable the function of information processing and communication by electronic means. 
Alternatively, ICT goods may also use electronic processing to detect, measure, and/or record 
physical  phenomena  or  control  a  physical  process”  (OECD, 2011). Danziger and Andersen (2002) 
define  “Information  Technology (IT) as those mechanical, conceptual, human and organizational 
components whose function is to transmit or store data and information using digital devices. Our 
conceptualization of IT includes computers, office automation, telecommunications, and 
management   science   techniques   and   incorporates   a   diversity   of   digital   tools”   (Danziger & 
Andersen, 2002, p. 594). Goles, Hawk, and Kaiser (2008) define “Information  Technology  (IT)  as  
a field relating to the analysis, design, development, implementation, support, and management of 
computer-based information systems, composed of software, hardware, people, procedures, and 
data”  (p. 179) and IT professionals as those that have the skills and capabilities to work in these 
fields, ranging from programmers to managers to sales. 
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The Association of Information Technology Professionals (AITP) (2014) defines IT professionals 
as being professionals in every level of the IT industry from mainframe systems, to micro systems, 
to PC-based LAN and WAN systems, to virtual systems and the Internet. The members do not 
work solely in the IT industry but work also in colleges and universities, the banking sector, as 
well as various industries including retail, the armed forces, local, state and federal governments, 
and hospitals. The Australian Computer Society (ACS) (2014) is a professional association for 
Australia’s  Information  and  Communication  Technology  (ICT)  sector,  which  recognises  IT  as  a  
driver of innovation in our society, relevant across all sectors and not confined to any single 
industry.    The  ACS  focuses  on  “recognising  professionalism,  developing  ICT  skills  and  building  a  
community  with  a  true  sense  of  belonging”.  Finkelstein  and  Hafner  (2002) argue the definition of 
IT   fields   include   “not   only   the   technical   aspects,   but   all   aspects   of   IT   development   and   use  
including  the  technical,  cognitive,  managerial,  social,  and  economic  aspects”.  Kaarst-Brown and 
Guzman (2005) described the role and definition of the IT workforce as a representation of a non-
homogeneous group of individuals from technical to management level.  
The Computing Research Association of North America, consisting of 30 deans from the colleges 
and schools of information technology have proposed a new IT discipline, which includes some 
broad areas of interest as follows (Finkelstein & Hafner, 2002): 
1. The study of information: how it is acquired, organised, communicated, managed and 
used by people and organisations, and how IT changes those processes, sometimes in 
fundamental ways.  
2. The study of IT applications per se, including application taxonomies based on 
technical requirements, functional characteristics, information models, and domain or 
context of use (e.g. business, government, education, health care, publishing, the 
military, law enforcement, media & entertainment, science & engineering).  
3. Techniques and tools for managing the design, development and deployment of large 
complex IT systems.  
4. The study of how IT affects human behavior and quality of life.  
5. The study of how IT affects social and political institutions, and how those 
institutions in turn affect the development and use of IT. 
Chae, Seo and Lee (2011) classified IT professionals as being, specifically: system administrators, 
web developers, programmers, system analysts, project/team leaders, hardware specialists, and 
include frontline to back-end personnel. This study, however, does not limit IT professionals to 
those who work in the industry but also extends it to academics and teachers of IT. In a previous 
study  of  IT  professionals’  ethics,  Ian  Stoodley  used  a  very  broad  definition  of  IT  professionals as 
“an   umbrella   term   to   embrace,   for   example,   computer   science,   information   systems   and  
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information   management”   and   professional   refers   to   “someone   who   regards   themselves   as   a  
professional”  (Stoodley, 2009, pp. 7-8).  
Twitter is a very flexible social technology, as it allows people to repurpose it to suit their needs. 
Twitter is a powerful electronic Word-of-Mouth or (eWOM) (Jansen et al., 2009), which has 
potentially rich avenues for branding. Twitter is also a useful tool for IT professionals by which to 
expand their human networks and to be in the information loop, where they can share their 
thoughts, rituals, and obligations with their community of practice (Laroche, Habibi, Richard, & 
Sankaranarayanan, 2012). Straumsheim (2014) writes   that,   “Academia.edu,  Research  Gate,   and  
other websites jostle for the title of go-to social networks for researchers, but when faculty 
members  go  online  to  discuss  their  peers’  work,  many  of  them  turn  to  Twitter”.  It  is  evident  that  
IT  professionals’  individual  engagement  with  their  profession  flourishes  when  they  do  things  for  
the organisation and for other individuals outside the parameters of their jobs (Diedericks & 
Rothmann, 2014). 
In summary, in keeping with the inclusive definitions mentioned above, key characteristic across 
roles in IT fields are not limited to technical aspects but include management and business 
perspectives. It also involves a representation of a non-homogeneous group of people from the 
technical to management level. Hence, this study defines an IT Professional as any person who 
either develops, manages, uses, interacts with, or works with information technologies in 
relation to their jobs or interests on a regular basis. 
2.2. Professionals’  use  of  social media 
Social technologies offer a range of media and tools that can facilitate information exchange 
(Cann, Dimitriou, & Hooley, 2011). For example, Twitter is a powerful tool for creating and 
sharing large amounts of information rather than using traditional approaches (Straumsheim, 
2014). This particular application aids the development of online collaboration among 
professionals (The Unquiet Librarian, 2014). Professionals are using social media technologies 
for purposes other than just social networking, such as research (Yates & Partridge, 2014) and 
teaching (Rankin, 2009). They found that social media is rich, complex, and dynamic which 
makes it useful and valuable for professional purposes. 
Social networking facilitates social connection and interaction in virtual spaces.  Professionals 
have used and facilitated online collaborative research using various social media platforms that 
allows professionals to communicate in real time (Black, 2008; Lupton, 2012; Xiao & Askin, 
2012). Findings from previous research have shown that the use of social media has transformed 
the way professionals communicate and sustain their connections, as there is no restriction to the 
physical location and geographical barriers. There is no doubt that social media applications may 
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bring people together to create social connections to disseminate primary information and 
facilitate secondary information exchange (Counts & Fisher, 2010).  
Social media tools can support information flow in many directions. Hence, they can help IT 
professionals get valuable information, share knowledge and collaborate efficiently, and cost-
effectively. Social media applications can also facilitate collaboration among teams that are 
geographically dispersed. Counts and Fisher (2010) have theorised, based on their mobile user 
study, that online spaces can be perceived as information grounds, which is not bounded by any 
physical location, or restricted to number and availability of participants. This study uses the 
concept of information grounds in the context  of  IT  professionals’  who  currently  use  Twitter  for  
professional purposes. This study also extends information behaviour theories to include social 
media information and examines how IT professionals experience the use of Twitter for 
professional purposes. 
The following section discusses the way professionals use social media for professional purposes 
and how it has a significant influence on their day-to-day activities and professional 
communication. 
2.2.1. Community engagement and inter-disciplinary engagement 
In the information age, online community engagement is also important in developing 
collaboration. Previously, collaboration was somewhat restricted to face-to-face collaboration or 
to back-and-forth letters or e-mails. As a result, collaborative research between different countries 
and with other disciplines was limited (Landsberger, 1958). Traditionally, professionals used to 
physically meet to develop a multi-disciplinary research team (Landsberger, 1958). Fisher et al., 
(2007) in their research using the information grounds theory, discuss how serendipity and 
unplanned meetings with people at locations such as conferences may lead to favourable 
information and knowledge exchange. However, the accessibility and affordability of such 
physical information grounds are limited. 
Social media is an alternative platform for IT professionals to collaborate across geographical 
limitations. Professionals who use social media tools have the potential to improve conventional 
approaches (Nicholas & Rowlands, 2011). Collaborative authoring, conferencing, and scheduling 
applications are popular amongst professionals as these tools can also help IT professionals to 
create their own virtual community in order to share their knowledge and enhance their research 
skills (Nicholas & Rowlands, 2011). Developing a successful online community is important to 
ensure a smooth collaboration environment. Therefore, high levels of individual commitment 
(Lassi & Sonnenwald, 2010) and motivation (Ross et al., 2009) are vital to the success of any 
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online community (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010). Social media allows professionals to have better 
means of communication and access to various new intellectual communities (Lally, 2001). 
Previously, professionals met their colleagues mainly in physical spaces to discuss progress in 
their field but generally only met others from very similar professions. Although this kind of 
commitment to the professional community is essential to be able to establish collaborative 
networks, time constraints,  geographical  distance,  a  professional’s  individual  commitment  levels,  
and financial constraints have been limitations that affect the success of professional collaboration 
(Bafoutsou & Mentzas, 2002). Face-to-face discussions with other professionals from different 
countries are difficult to arrange, and hence the oft-used method of communication are tools such 
as electronic mail (email) and conference videos to conduct a group discussion (Bafoutsou & 
Mentzas, 2002). However, these methods are difficult to monitor and the progress of research is 
delayed due to the delay in replying to email, bounced email and too much email making it 
difficult to track just the people one wants to monitor. To overcome this time lag, professionals 
have used video conferencing in order to conduct meetings from various locations and countries. 
Unfortunately, this approach was not practical and it was costly to put the technology in place 
(Bafoutsou & Mentzas, 2002). 
Online communication has transformed the way professionals keep up with their fields, and 
collaborate with each other. Gannon-Leary, Fontainha, and Bent (2011) agree that the use of 
online technology has significantly improved the efficiency with which IT professionals conduct 
their research. Online technology has improved upon conventional technological approaches 
through advances in real-time technology. The use of online technology enables the collaboration 
to be performed in online spaces, where it is not restricted to number of participants, information 
accessibility, space availability or time availability respectively (Schirmer, 2011). Online spaces 
have aided what physical spaces could not; that is, they enable participants to collaborate in real-
time and from their own convenient location. However, this real-time aspect does not allow for 
the development of trust over a lengthy period of time compared to real world face-to-face 
communication (Pauleen & Yoong, 2001). Hence, it is challenging for IT professionals to develop 
and maintain trust and develop a common language for the group within online spaces (Velonaki, 
Scheding, Rye, & Durrant-Whyte, 2008). 
A shared goal within a collaborative project is important in order to increase the productivity and 
credibility of these projects (Velonaki et al., 2008). The awareness within the team of their 
individual responsibility and ability to perform is essential in order to build and sustain strong 
relationships within collaborative teams, especially in the online environment (Pauleen & Yoong, 
2001). Sharing the same objectives can lead to the success of any interdisciplinary collaboration 
(Velonaki et al., 2008). The qualities of interaction and communication among the group 
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members significantly influence individual performance in completing their task efficiently. It is 
essential for individuals in an online group to share the same goals in order to develop trust 
between the team members, in addition to aiding knowledge sharing and information exchange 
(Gannon-Leary et al., 2011; Reid, 2011). Individual commitment and teamwork play an important 
a part in the success of online collaborative networks as the Web 2.0 technologies simply 
provides spaces for professionals to make use of it to aids and deliver better outcomes. 
2.2.2. Crowdsourcing 
Crowdsourcing is a system that enables the connection and allows people, organisations, and 
society to collaboration on a virtual environment (Zhao & Zhu, 2014). Estellés-Arolas and 
González-Ladrón-De-Guevara (2012) define crowdsourcing as follows; 
“Crowdsourcing  is  a  type  of  participative  online  activity  in  which  an  individual,  an  institution,  a  
non-profit organization, or company proposes to a group of individuals of varying knowledge, 
heterogeneity, and number, via a flexible open call, the voluntary undertaking of a task. The 
undertaking of the task, of variable complexity and modularity, and in which the crowd should 
participate bringing their work, money, knowledge and/or experience, always entails mutual 
benefit. The user will receive the satisfaction of a given type of need, be it economic, social 
recognition, self-esteem, or the development of individual skills, while the crowdsourcer will 
obtain and utilize to their advantage what the user has brought to the venture, whose form will 
depend on the type of activity undertaken.”   (Estellés-Arolas & González-Ladrón-De-Guevara, 
2012, p. 197) 
Wang, Kuzmickaja, Stol, Abrahamsson, and Fitzgerald (2014) discovered that microblogging can 
act as a crowdsourcing medium as they found that Twitter is  perceived  as  “a  virtual  information  
radiator  for  an  open  source  community”  (p. 78).  Twitter  also  has  been  widely  used  by  “librarians  
and library   staffs”   for engagement and   outreach   purposes,   as   “it   allows   the   library   to   provide  
quick updates and reminders on library hours, events, programming, and the availability of new 
resources”  (Young, 2014, p. 173). Young (2014) also emphasises that Twitter enables librarians 
“to   build   their   professional   network, attend conference sessions by proxy, expand a personal 
learning  network,  and  add  a  power  tool  to  their  personal  virtual  reference  toolbox”  (p. 174). This 
makes Twitter such an important tool for crowdsourcing.  
Twitter plays a significant role in both the building and sharing of knowledge within communities 
and as a crowdsourcing platform for both personal and professional purposes. However, the 
ability to maintain the momentum within the communities so as to establish the crowdsourcing 
systems is still challenging and not yet well understood (Soliman & Tuunainen, 2015). Zhao and 
Zhu (2014) highlights that, to better understand the crowdsourcing systems, it is essential to 
understand  the  users’  motivations.  Soliman  and  Tuunainen  (2015) found that crowd members are 
20 Chapter 2:Literature review 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
driven by both extrinsic and intrinsic motivational factors, which have a significant influence on 
the crowdsourcing phenomenon. Although existing studies have discovered the individual 
motivational factors, which impacted on the usage of crowdsourcing systems, there is no 
empirical study, which investigates the connection between the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, 
and their influence on user participation. 
2.2.3. Projection of a self-image to the world 
Social media is like a public theatre where anyone interested can see what we are doing or what 
we are up to. Hence, for people who understand how the system works (and IT professionals 
usually do), everything they do on their public posts is meant for the attention others. IT 
professionals use Twitter or other social media to establish a presence online (Straumsheim, 
2014). Webber (2013) draws attention to the fact that Second Life helps professionals create their 
persona online and share their expertise or knowledge accordingly. Second Life enables users to 
create their online profile and engage with people in a virtual world that has a similar 
characteristic with a real world environment. This scenario encourages users to create and 
establish their networks for both personal and professional purposes within these spaces. 
Erwing   Goffman’s   theory   of   representation   of   self   in   everyday   life (Goffman, 1971) can be 
applied to the way in which people present themselves online on social media. Goffman (1971) 
argues that everyone performs a role in their everyday life to convey their presence to an audience 
– the rest of the world. He says that we project this self-image using our body language and 
verbalism.  In the online social media world, this is achieved through online presence, or 
telepresence – people post textual messages or share image or videos that project a certain 
carefully chosen image of themselves to the world. Online   presence   is   “not   a   means   for  
identifying opportunities for communication, presence is the communication; the availability and 
state   of   participants   in   the   network   is   the   message”   (Wilson, 2009, p. 494), but to be 
acknowledged as expert in their fields and showcase their talent or expertise to broader audience. 
Power (2015) proposed that a microblogging service, especially one such as Twitter helps 
professionals to enhance their professional networking because Twitter is powerful tool for 
information dissemination and information sharing (Boyd, Golder, & Lotan, 2010). People use 
Wikis, blogs, Twitter, and Facebook for both personal and professional purposes (Wang et al., 
2014). They plays   a   key   role   in  maintaining   a   person’s   online   presence   and   it   is   essential   for  
professionals to create their online persona that reflects their expertise more than personal profiles. 
2.2.4. Research and development 
Research and other publications are vital for IT professionals, especially as it is a fast-changing 
field: to keep track of current developments both theoretical and applied, and also for their own 
personal achievements to be broadcast and acknowledged. Highly-cited research papers help 
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professionals to be recognised as experts in their particular research area worldwide (Lassi & 
Sonnenwald, 2010). Universities across the world have now developed Open-Access Databases 
that provide free publications of their researchers, and researchers often post links to their own 
papers via social media. Just as others post links to their own blogs and other writing. Information 
professionals also use Wikipedia as an alternative platform to share and contribute their 
knowledge publicly (Black, 2008). Using or adopting social media applications have a significant 
influence   upon   professionals’   scholarly   performance   (Reid, 2011). Hence, the growth of 
information  and  social  media  has  had  an  impact  on  professionals’  personal  achievement that can 
also enhance their motivation and their contribution to research. 
Developments in the IT fields are often a result of collaborative research and development rather 
than theoretical advancement alone. Collaborative research means that two or more professionals 
are involved in knowledge development and use their intellect from different perspectives, and 
that each has value within the body of knowledge within their particular discipline (Hara, 
Solomon, Kim, & Sonnenwald, 2003). In the IT field, this means that new information systems 
are often a team effort. Many successful joint research projects have used technology as a 
medium by which to communicate and organise their research project. Finholt (2002) has stated 
that the motivation for collaboratory expansion and use is that of enhanced access to important 
data and an easier way to communicate amongst professionals. This consequently reduces the 
barriers of status, time and space that often hampers research progress. The use of social media 
for collaborative research can increase data sharing and aid data visualisation, as well as reduce 
the geographical barrier (Finholt, 2002). 
Previously, researchers in information systems found it difficult to expand their field of research 
because of geographical barriers, which resulted in a narrowed scope within their discipline 
(Cushman & McLean, 2008). In other words, they preferred to work with a group of researchers 
who had common interest in the same area rather than collaborate with others group of researcher 
from difference disciplines. However, the rise of social media phenomena has reduced such 
negative effects and enhanced the communication gap between experienced researchers and new 
scholars (Finholt, 2002). The use of social media helps researchers to share and exchange their 
knowledge to broader audiences and also helps IT professionals build an online community of 
expertise within their research area (Straumsheim, 2014). This emerging communication channels 
provide spaces for scholarly communication to be formed online and create collaboratory research 
interactively and dynamically within the selected spaces (Lally, 2001). Here, it demonstrates that 
social media enables interdisciplinary research to be performed in a dynamic manner and in a 
shorter time frame than conventional collaboration. 
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2.2.5. Personal information management 
Personal information management (PIM) is a process in which an individual stores and manage 
their personal information materials so they can easily be retrieved for future use (Jones, 2010). 
The PIM systems can be organised by using labelling or tagging to identify and classify the 
information items for easy to retrieve later on (Lush, 2014). Bergman (2012) found the user-
subjective (user dependent) approaches such as user-tagging has significantly influenced the way 
people organise their information and also in the representation of knowledge. Social media 
provides a very good affordance for people to organise their information (or Tweets) around tags 
known as hashtags.  
Social media has become an important means of communication in the digital age. The literature 
confirms that an abundance of data and a plethora of information are challenging to manage on 
social media, yet  it  is  promising.  As  the  functionality  of  social  media  platform  “govern  how  users  
are   represented   in   systems”   (p. 1), it evident also that it allows users to create, access, and 
circulate their personal archives (Acker & Brubaker, 2014). Social media networks are complex 
and the social media phenomena are still not well understood. However, Acker and Brubaker 
(2014) highlight that it is essential for individuals to acknowledge that building personal archives 
is  required  for  them  to  preserve  the  integrity  of  networked  data  and  “to  provide  access  to  personal  
collections created [on] social media  platforms”  (Acker & Brubaker, 2014, p. 1). 
In addition, Jones, Bruce, and Dumais (2001) point out individuals use a diversity of approaches 
or/and associate tools to manage information that they encountered on the Internet for re-use and 
ensure that it is easy to re-find on Twitter. Individuals often email the web pages addresses to 
their personal email, print out the web pages, paste the address of the web pages into a personal 
web site or document, and save the web pages to the hard drive (Jones et al., 2001). It is also not 
uncommon for users to forward tweets via email or by copying and pasting them into new 
communication channels and often they repost tweets to Facebook, MySpace, and blogs 
(Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Jones, Bruce, and Dumais (2001) emphasise that individuals are also 
using browser bookmarks and social book marking in order to organise and categorise their 
external information materials. Over time, conventional information management and 
organisation have changed, as people use social media applications to meet their information 
needs easily and more quickly (e.g. Twitter, Facebook). Despite this, there is still no research 
investigating the changes impacting on personal information management within social media. 
This research contributes toward an understanding of the same. 
2.3. Theoretical frameworks related to social networks 
A theory is a system of assumptions, principles, and relationships posited to explain a specified 
set of phenomena (Bates, 2005). In this study, four other theories along with information grounds 
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theory (Fisher, 2005) were identified as being relevant to this research and the following 
subsections discuss the summary of the theories. These subsections are, namely: Small-World 
Network Exploration (Savolainen, 2009),  Nan  Lin’s  Theory   of  Social  Capital   (Johnson, 2005), 
The Strength of Weak Ties (Granovetter, 1973), and Third Place (Oldenburg, 1989). These 
identified theories have been used as a lens to understand the relationship between the use of 
social media and social interaction within the online spaces among IT professionals. This study 
first compares these theories in order to determine which one functions as the best lens for 
studying the use of social media by IT professionals. 
2.3.1. Chatman’s  Theory of Small-world Networks  
Savolainen (2009) defines a small world as a small-scale community that shares similar interests 
and where the activity is predictable. In such a small world, everyday information sharing and 
seeking are based on normative behaviours. Chatman (2000) found that the normative behaviours 
consist of social norms, worldviews, social types, and information behaviours. According to 
Savolainen (2009), social norms demonstrate the right or wrong of social appearance standards in 
a  social  world;;  worldview  is  a  collective  perception  of  the  social  world’s  members;;  social   types  
are the individuals who are involved in the social world and information behaviour is 
simultaneously formed by immediate influences such as a trusted small world (Burnett & Jaeger, 
2011). 
Trust influences the development of small-scale community activities. Laroche, Habibi, Richard 
and Sankaranarayananan (2012) have found that trust and loyalty have high value in the small 
world of brand communities. Savolainen (2009) states that trust of individuals is crucial in a small 
world to ensure the success of information sharing and seeking as well as information 
management and knowledge development in a virtual environment (Langston, 2008). Burnett, 
Jaeger and Thompson (2008) emphasised that individual attitudes towards information access in a 
particular small world can lead to positive interactions between other members of the small world. 
The use of social media platforms has influenced the success of research workflows from various 
perspectives (Nicholas & Rowlands, 2011). These technologies have enabled IT professionals to 
build a small-scale community in their particular research areas within online spaces. These 
connections occur within a small world thereby impacting upon the development of virtual 
communities from various angles. The use of social media aids professionals from various 
disciplines in developing a virtual team environment (Black, 2008; Nicholas & Rowlands, 2011). 
According to Savolainen (2009), small-scale communities develop strong relationships between 
the members because the individuals have a close connection and are known to each other. They 
often also share the same patterns of information seeking and sharing (Burnett et al., 2008). 
However, a small world is traditionally focused on normative behaviours, which differs from the 
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dynamic interactions afforded by the information grounds theory as explained in section 2.3.3 
below. 
2.3.2. Nan  Lin’s  Theory of Social Capital 
According to Johnson (2005),  Lin’s  theory  of  social  capital  has  been  described  as  the  ties  between  
individuals in a social network. Social resources or information that has been shared by an 
individual within his or her social network influence the quality of information (Johnson, 2005). 
The connections within the social network create an online community that is gradually 
developed and sustained with social capital.  
Social media applications provide spaces for IT professionals to create their own space for 
knowledge sharing and collaborative works. IT professionals can also bring their offline 
connections to an online arena that may help expand and develop connections with other IT 
professionals. Hence, social media is not limited by geography, accessibility and functionality 
(Pilerot & Limberg, 2011). Therefore, it is easier for IT professionals to use and create social 
capital, which they can use to share useful information publicly. However, reliability and 
credibility of the information are difficult to monitor, and hence it is harder to use social media as 
a formal communication tool.  
Development of social capital using formal communications within social media is challenging 
for information providers. Consequently, it is difficult for information receivers to distinguish 
between the quality and reliability of the information. Wikipedia is an example of this issue with 
social capital; here, IT professionals can edit, seek, and share information publicly. Wikipedia has 
rapidly grown as an information provider. However, experts still find the reliability of the 
information to be questionable (Sundin, 2011). IT professionals often use Wikipedia as a 
preliminary resource to get information; accordingly, it is most important for IT professionals to 
follow up on the references in a Wikipedia to confirm the quality and trustworthiness of the 
information (McGuinness et al., 2006; Xiao & Askin, 2012). This shows the difficult nature of 
sustaining the information flow while developing social capital within social media spaces. This 
study examines the information flow within Twitter and its importance for IT professionals. 
2.3.3. Information Grounds Theory 
Pettigrew’s  (1998) theory of information grounds was built upon the theory of  “The  Strength  of  
Weak  Ties”  (Granovetter, 1973),  which  suggests  that  any  individual’s  network  comprises  of weak 
ties (acquaintances) and strong-ties (close family, friends), but that weak-ties are more useful 
sources of new information because members with strong ties (those close to a person or within 
their immediate networks) usually possess the same information as the individual. In other words, 
people  who  are  already  in  one’s  circle  are  likely  to  think  in  the  same  manner  as  oneself,  whereas  
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the people further off in the network are more likely to have new or different information. In 
terms of social networks, this theory can be interpreted in the following manner - broad and 
diverse networks with weak ties are a richer source of new information than narrow and 
homogenous networks with just strong   connections.   In   Jakob  Nielsen’s   theory   of   participation  
inequality he posits that: 
x 90% of all users are lurkers. They read, search, navigate, and observe, but do not contribute. 
x 9% of all users contribute occasionally but repost the contributions of the one percent. 
x 1% of all users participate a lot and account for most of the content in the community (Nielsen, 
2006). 
When  we  connect  Granovetter’s  Theory  of  the  Strength  of  Weak  Ties  to  Nielsen’s  90-9-1 rules, it 
would seem that the 90% do have a crucial function in these networks, as the networks may not 
have as much of an audience without their numbers. In addition, it can be argued that the 9% are 
the glue that holds the network together as they are the ones that have a high number of 
interactions and aid in sharing the information and propagating it through the network. 
Information grounds theory can also be connected to the Theory of Third Place (Oldenburg, 1999). 
Ray Oldenburg, an urban sociologist proposed the concept of the Third Place. Oldenburg calls 
one’s   ‘first  place’   the  home  and   those   that  one   lives  with.  The  ‘second  place’   is   the  workplace  
where people may actually spend most of their time. On the other hand, the Third Place is a social 
setting, which is the “anchor”   of   community   life, and facilitates and fosters a broader, more 
creative interaction. All societies already have informal meeting places; what is new in modern 
times is the intentionality of seeking them out as being vital to current societal needs. Oldenburg 
(1999) suggests   eight   characteristics   for   the   ‘third   place’   that   have   significance   to   an   online  
environment. These are, specifically: they are in neutral ground, act as a leveller, where 
conversation is main activity, with accessibility and accommodation, with the regulars, has a low 
profile, where the mood is playful, and is a home away from home. This is explained in section 
2.3.5. Soukup (2006) has proposed that computer-mediated communication is highly suitable for 
being considered  as  a  “third  place”  in  the  contemporary  world.   
Although  rooted  in  Granovetter’s  (1973) and  Oldenburg’s  (1989) ideas, Counts and Fisher (2010) 
propose the seven propositions of Information Grounds (IG) where they focus on the information 
sharing aspect. They are as follows: 
1. Information grounds can occur anywhere, in any type of temporal setting and established 
by the presence of individuals. 
2. People meet at information grounds for a primary purpose other than for information 
sharing. 
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3. Information grounds are attended by various communities playing different roles in the 
information flow.  
4. Social interaction is a primary activity at information grounds and will make the 
information flow occur consequently. 
5. Individuals participate in formal and informal information sharing and information flow 
appears in many directions. 
6. People use information obtained at information grounds in alternative ways and benefits 
accrue along physical, social, affective and cognitive dimensions. 
7. Many sub-contexts   exist   within   information   ground   and   are   based   on   people’s  
perspectives and physical factors; together these sub-contexts form a grand context. 
An online social network is a virtual space (cyberspace) that allows synchronous and 
asynchronous communication and makes conversation much easier and dynamic (Counts & 
Fisher, 2010). The use of online social media can result in the development of a high degree of 
connectedness amongst IT professionals and motivate them to participate and collaborate in the 
group discussions. Information grounds enable the serendipitous sharing of information and 
collaborative information seeking, which is influenced by people, place, and information (Fisher, 
2005). Hence, the presence of IT professionals and the availability of place and information are 
important in this collaboration activity. Fisher et al. (2007) and Savolainen (2009) have agreed 
that information grounds can be done virtually but Pilerot (2012) has found that, to date, there is 
no framework demonstrating the connection of people, place, and information in the process of 
information sharing and seeking. This research considers the information grounds framework as a 
viable lens for understanding how social media fosters collaboration and social engagement 
among IT professionals. Therefore, the emergent findings of this study will be mapped with 
traditional information grounds in order to develop an inclusive online information grounds 
framework. 
2.3.4. Granovetter’s  Theory  on  The Strength of Weak Ties 
The strength of weak ties framework was developed to provide a fundamental understanding of 
the micro-level interactions to macro-level patterns in a convincing way. There is an abundance of 
quantitative and qualitative studies that provide significant insights into macro and micro level 
phenomena.  However,  the  question  of  “how  interaction  in  small  groups  aggregates  to  form  large-
scale   patterns”   has   not   been   clearly   discussed   in   social   sciences   and   “eludes   [sociologist  
perspectives]  in  most  cases”  (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1360). The macro phenomena are identified as 
“social  mobility,  community  organization,  and  political  structure”   (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1360). 
On  the  other  hand,  “a  large  and  increasing  body  of  data  and  theory  offers  useful  and  illuminating  
ideas about what transpires  within  the  confines  of  the  small  group”  (p. 1360) or at the micro level 
(Granovetter, 1973). The strength-of-weak-ties framework suggests that any individual’s  network  
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comprises of weak-ties (acquaintances) and strong-ties (close family, friends), but that weak-ties 
are more useful sources of new information because strong-ties usually possess the same 
information as the individual.  
Pettigrew’s  (1998) information grounds theory  is  based  on  Granovetter’s  (1973) strength of weak 
ties framework.  Pettigrew (1999) tested the strength of the weak ties within the health 
community and revealed that the nurse is a weak-tie who provides valuable information that one 
cannot obtain through one’s  own strong-ties. Granovetter (1973) draws attention to the fact that 
weak-ties play a more significant role than strong-ties within personal information networks. 
According to Pettigrew (1999), weak-ties   act   as   ‘local   bridges’   that   facilitate   information  
networks to connect individuals who are situated in different social networks. Strong-ties act as 
information validators to validate the value, relevance and usefulness of new information 
(Pettigrew, 1999).  In  short,  people  who  are  already  in  one’s  circle  are  likely  to  think  in  the  same  
manner as oneself; whereas the people further off in the network are the more likely to have new 
or different information, which could be potentially valuable. 
In terms of social networks, this theory can be interpreted in the following manner - broad and 
diverse networks with weak ties are a richer source of new information than narrow and 
homogenous networks with merely strong connections. Pettigrew (1999) emphasises   that   “any  
individual’s   network   is   composed   of   relationships that can be described as weak-ties (e.g. 
acquaintances and distant friends) or as strong-ties  (e.g.  close  family  and  friends)”  (p. 803). The 
weak-tie connections play a significant role in social media as they contributes new information 
compared to strong-tie connections as it is restricted to a certain number of people or a group of 
people within the networks. Consequently, the weak-tie connections have a huge impact on the 
development of social networks.  
As explained in 2.3.3, Nielsen (2006) developed a theory of participation inequality in the context 
of online social network and he suggests that 90% of all users are lurkers, 9% of all users 
contribute occasionally but repost the contributions of the one percent, and 1% of all users 
participates a lot and account for most of the content in the community. When we connect 
Granovetter’s  theory  of  the  strength  of  weak  ties  to  Nielsen’s  90-9-1 rules, it indicates that 90% 
do have a significant influence in these networks, as the networks may not have as much of an 
audience without their numbers. It is argued that the 9% can act as the glue to hold the network 
together as they are the ones that have a high number of interactions. The 9% aids the way 
information has been shared and spread through the network. These percentages demonstrate that 
the way social media is used for both personal and professional purposes is rich, complex, and 
dynamic. This current research explores this rich network.  
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2.3.5. Third place 
Ray  Oldenburg,  an  urban  sociologist,  proposed  the  concept  of  ‘third  place’  where  he  defines  ‘first  
place’  as  one’s  home  and  those  that  one  lives  with  (Oldenburg, 1999).  The  ‘second  place’  is  the  
workplace – where people may actually spend most of their time.  The  ‘third  place’  is  the  bridge  to  
enable people to facilitate and foster broader community life that constructs a creative and 
interactive environment. All societies already have informal meeting places; however, what is 
new in modern times is the intentionality of seeking them out as being vital to current societal 
needs. Oldenburg (1999) identifies  eight  characteristics  for  ‘third  place’  as  follows: 
1. Neutral Ground: Occupants of Third Places have little to no obligation to be there. They 
are not tied down to the area financially, politically, legally, or otherwise and are free to 
come and go as they please.  
2. Leveller:   Third   Places   put   no   importance   on   an   individual’s   status   in   a   society.  
Someone’s   economic   or   social   status   does   not  matter   in   a   Third   Place,   allowing for a 
sense of commonality among its occupants. There are no prerequisites or requirements 
that would prevent acceptance or participation in the Third Place. 
3. Conversation is the Main Activity: Playful and happy conversation is the main focus of 
activity in Third Places, although it is not required to be the only activity. The tone of 
conversation is usually light hearted and humorous; wit and good-natured playfulness are 
highly valued. 
4. Accessibility and Accommodation: Third places must be open and readily accessible to 
those who occupy them. They must also be accommodating, meaning they provide for the 
needs of their inhabitants, and all occupants feel their needs are met. 
5. The Regulars: Third Places harbour a number of regulars that help give the space its tone, 
and help set the mood and characteristics of the area. Regulars to Third Places also attract 
newcomers, and are there to help someone new to the space feel welcome and 
accommodated. 
6. A Low Profile: Third Places are characteristically wholesome. The inside of a Third Place 
is without extravagance or grandiosity, and has a homely feel. Third Places are never 
snobby or pretentious, and are accepting of all types of individuals, from various different 
walks of life. 
7. The Mood is Playful: The tone of conversation in Third Places is never marked with 
tension or hostility. Instead, they have a playful nature, where witty conversation and 
frivolous banter are not only common, but highly valued. 
8. A Home Away From Home: Occupants of Third Places will often have the same feelings 
of warmth, possession, and belonging as they would in their own homes. They feel a 
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piece of themselves is rooted in the space, and gain spiritual regeneration by spending 
time there. 
Soukup (2006) has argued that computer-mediated communication is highly suitable for being 
considered  as  a  ‘third  place’  in  the  contemporary  world.  Gooltz  (2007) draws attention to the fact 
that online social networks are a third place for most young Americans. It is essential to 
understand human factors and social structures in order to design online spaces and leverage them, 
as third places in the virtual environment (Gooltz, 2007). It is evident that utilising social 
networks and understanding the concept of third place helps people create and engage in their 
online third place. Twitter can be perceived as a third place but Farley (2013) discovered that 
Twitter  can  only  satisfy  six  of  eight  characteristics  of  Oldenburg’s  eight  characteristics  of  a  third  
place. Twitter does not have a physical location and may not provide a sense of feeling like 
“home   away   from   home”   to   the   users.   However,  Klang and Olsson (1999) emphasise that an 
online third place is similar to a physical third place, for both help newcomers to navigate a 
shared place. Wellman et al. (1996) emphasise that digital communities create strong ties because 
they enable users to facilitate frequent communication, through reciprocal, companionable, and 
often-supportive connections. Online communities can be perceived as third place because they 
allow people geographically located to be connected (Crick, 2011).  
2.4. The development of communities of practice in online spaces 
Lave and Wenger (2000) demonstrate the concept of community as underpinning the notion of 
legitimate peripheral participation.  Legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) describes the 
journey of apprentices who become experienced members, and eventually masters, of a 
community   of   practice   (CoP)  where   the   ‘knowledge’   is   as   important   as   its   ‘location’   (Lave & 
Wenger, 2000). This section discusses various frameworks for knowledge communities that are 
significant to this study. It involves communities of practice, communities of interest, and 
knowledge communities in the context of virtual environments. 
There are many definitions of the concept of communities of practice (CoP). Lave and Wenger 
(2000) define   a  community  of  practice   as   “a   set  of   relations   among  persons,   activities,   and   the  
world over time and in relation with  other  tangential  overlapping  communities  of  practice”  (Lave 
& Wenger, 2000, p. 171). Wenger (2000) also highlights that communities of practice offer a 
‘mode   of   belonging’   and   influence the individual social learning system. Brown and Duguid 
(2001) emphasise that communities of practice were formed in resistance to management by 
creating new knowledge amongst an informal group of employees who are in the same field of 
work. Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002) argue that managerial pressures act as a key player 
to foster the formation of communities of practice in the organisation via informal horizontal 
groups. Cox (2005) found that the ambiguities of the terms of communities of practice enable 
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them to be formed for different purposes both in the academic arena and in practice (See Table 
2.1). Cox (2005) also highlights that the existing research has demonstrated remarkably well the 
different aspects of a community of practice in conceptualisations of community, learning, power 
and change diversity, as well as informality (See Table 2.1). A significant focus of the research of 
Lave and Wenger (1991), Brown and Duguid (2001), Wenger (1998), Wenger, McDermott and 
Snyder (2000) was the management ideology of empowerment that influences the success or the 
failure in developing community of practice in physical or online spaces  
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Table 2.1 Comparative summary of research on community of practice (Cox, 2005, p. 537) 
 Lave and Wenger (1991) Brown and Duguid (2001) Wenger (1998) Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 
(2002) 
Concept of 
community 
 
A group of people involved 
in a coherent craft or 
practice, e.g. butchers  OR 
Not a neatly group at all 
An informal group of workers 
doing the same or similar jobs 
 
A set of social relations and 
meanings that grow up around a 
work process when it is appropriated 
by participants 
An informal club or Special Interest 
Group inside an organisation, set up 
explicitly to allow collective learning 
and cultivated by management action 
 
View of learning 
 
Central, and seen as 
occurring through becoming 
a member – mostly the 
socialisation of new 
members by peripheral 
participation 
 
Collective learning/ 
collaborative problem solving 
of the group through 
storytelling 
 
An individual learning history is 
identification with different 
communities of practice and 
trajectories through communities 
 
Learning/problem solving by 
deliberately bringing together 
multiple experts in learning-focused 
communities 
 
Power and conflict Between generations, 
between master, journeymen 
and novice 
Within the community 
everyone is on the same level 
 
Conflict is mostly internal conflict 
within identity, caused by multi- 
membership 
 
It is assumed that the good of the 
organisation is good for all. Attempts 
to level relationships within 
community. 
 
Change Gradual change through 
generations, but rather static 
Static, improvisation of 
solutions to immediate 
problems is probably within 
known bounds 
Individual change through 
trajectories and multi- membership 
Follows a simple group formation 
pattern familiar from small group 
‘forming,  storming,  norming,  
performing, dissolving’ 
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 Lave and Wenger (1991) Brown and Duguid (2001) Wenger (1998) Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 
(2002) 
Formality/informality Could be in the setting of a 
formal system of 
apprenticeship, but sees 
most learning as informal, 
i.e. unstructured, unplanned, 
not taught 
 
Informal in the sense of 
existing outside the formal 
organisation (though premised 
on its structures), counter 
cultural. Paradoxically this 
counter culture actually works 
to get the job done 
Authentic engagement around an 
enterprise, therefore beyond 
formality. May have a shape and 
purposes unexpected by the designer 
of the formal system 
•  Pre-existing management interest 
•  May  pursue its own path of 
evolution, has no formally 
constituted objective 
•  Its  membership  cuts  across  formal  
organisational boundaries 
•  Relations  are  based  on  expertise  not  
formal position 
•  Has  no  formal  organisational leader 
Diversity  Masters/journeymen/ 
novices – but the practice 
itself does not have a high 
division of labour 
Egalitarian group of 
technicians on same grade 
Includes everyone working on the 
collective enterprise, mutually 
defining identities – so could be very 
diverse 
Diversity is designed into the group 
Level  Short monograph proposing 
a theoretical concept in 
outline 
 
Article aimed at managers 
 
Full book length development of the 
concept at a theoretical level 
 
Easy to read management handbook 
to guide practice 
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In the digital age, the Internet and social media provide a place that enables a connection between 
people, activity, and the world, thus enabling and facilitating a community of practice. In this case, 
the  world  being  referred  to  is  the  ‘virtual  world’  where  the  presence  of  individuals in particular spaces 
is replaced by a text-based environment and computer-mediated communication (Garrison, Anderson, 
& Archer, 1999). Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (1999) investigated the use of computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) and computer conferences for educational purposes by examining posts or 
segments of posts from computer conferencing and found three important elements present in digital 
communities – cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence. CMC has also played a 
significant role in various aspects of interpersonal communication in computer-mediated 
environments (Sternberg, 2012). Sternberg (2012) also emphasises that the computer-mediated 
environment has had a considerable influence on virtual communities and discovered that 
misbehaviour predominantly occurs within online environments. Turkle (2013) believed that 
“technology  doesn’t  just  do  things  for  us”  but  “it  does  things  to  us,  changing  not  just  what  we  do  but  
who  we  are”.   
Markham (1998) highlights the way in which old and new technologies are intertwined and the 
significant impact they have on digital society. Social media is one of the emerging communications 
technologies where one can experience cyberspace in a different manner to the way we experienced it 
before, such as with the Internet alone. Boyd (2010a) draws  attention   to   the  fact   that  “early  [social  
media] adopters are consistently surprised by how a community changes when it goes mainstream 
and adopters at all stages find themselves startled when the rules of a system change after they got 
comfortable”.   It   is   evident   that,   although   social   media   forums   have   influenced   people’s   everyday 
information needs and information behaviours, understanding how social media works is still 
something of a learning curve for everyone. In addition, the transition from physical to online and 
communication within online spaces still presents a challenge to the way we think of friendships, 
networks, and communities of practice.  There is rather limited research available on how IT 
professionals experience and develop their communities of practice (CoP) within social media and the 
significance this has upon their day-to-day activities professionally.  
The following section discusses various types of CoP that can be formed and performed in social 
media and foster collaboration as well as the development of professional networks.
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2.4.1. Communities of interest 
A community of interest is a group of people who share a common interest, where they exchange 
their thoughts and ideas in their area of expertise. Participation in a community of interest can be 
persuasive and engaging, encouraging the participants to return and remain active for extended 
periods. Henri and Pudelko (2003) define a community of interest as follows: 
“A  community  of   interest   is  a  gathering  of  people  assembled  around  a   topic  of  common  interest.   Its  
members take part in the community to exchange information, to obtain answers to personal questions 
or problems, to improve their understanding of a subject, to share common passions or to play.”  
(Henri & Pudelko, 2003, p. 478) 
In the digital age, a community of interest can be created in a virtual environment and need not be 
restricted to a physical gathering, which can increase the number of participants and widen 
participation geographically. However, forming and maintaining the community of practice is 
challenging in a professional sense. For example, in the Library and Information Science (LIS) 
profession, it is essential for professionals to identify best ways of building and maintaining 
communities of interest, as the evolutionary and ecological aspects of this field have changed over 
time (Ormerod, 1999). Ormerod (1999) has identified the key skill-set that is important for 
networking within digital communities as below: 
1. Market research and analysis 
2. Leadership 
3. Communication and persuasiveness 
4. Analytical and synthetic skills 
5. Networking technology skills 
6. Marketing skills 
7. Customer management expertise (Ormerod, 1999, p. 137) 
Establishing and sharing a common purpose is challenging for everyone who creates a community of 
interest; however, understanding the needs and behaviours of participants help to succeed in 
establishing and maintaining the digital communities of interest (Ormerod, 1999). Ross, Terras, 
Warwick, and Welsh (2012) emphasise that Twitter enables digital humanities communities to 
expand their communication, as well as create and transfer knowledge in backchannel communication. 
There is limited research investigating the role of backchannel environments in collaborative 
environments. 
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2.4.2. Knowledge communities 
Knowledge communities enable individuals to learn something new unintentionally through 
information discovery while they are participating in planned activities. This situated learning allows 
individuals to be part of and experience the development and implementation of activities for the 
communities (Ormerod, 1999). Lindkvist (2005) defines the concept of knowledge transfer where 
“the   individual   learner   is   not   at   center   stage  nor   is   the  master”  but   that   it   “is   better   to   say   that   the 
apprentice  learns  from  the  master”   (Lindkvist, 2005, p. 1195). Such a concept of master-apprentice 
relationship is one part of a community of practice.   
In knowledge communities, participation is crucial as it helps an apprentice to experience the culture 
of practice (Lindkvist, 2005). Knowledge communities provide direct environmental stimuli that 
enable  the  participants  to  share  their  experiences  and  their  ‘tacit’  knowledge  (Lave & Wenger, 2000). 
Tacit   knowledge   is   difficult   to   articulate   due   to   “its   emergence   in   the   course   of   a   long  history,   its  
cultural thickness, its complexity, or the like-minded, practice-based   learning”   involved   (Hasan, 
1995). Lave and Wenger (2000) draw  attention  to  the  fact  that  ‘knowing’  is  contextualised  rather  than  
abstract, although abstract knowledge is often more privileged. It is important to understand the 
concept of knowledge transfer and the fundamentals of knowledge communities to understand the 
parallel concepts in virtual worlds. This study aims to examine the influences of microblogs in 
knowledge sharing amongst IT professionals. 
2.4.3. Epistemic communities 
Haas (1992) identified the concept and coined the term an epistemic community wherein it is a group 
of knowledge-based experts from various disciplines or backgrounds who form a community with a 
common interest (Haas, 1992). Smirnova and Yachin (2015) emphasise that an epistemic community 
aims   “to   analyse   functions   and   political   prospects   of   expert   and   professional   knowledge   in   the  
modern knowledge-based  society”  (p. 646). Reinelda and Verbeek (1998) draw attention to the fact 
that the collaboration they had among the participants who attended the second European Consortium 
for Political Research (ECPR) Pan-European conference on international relations in Paris in 1995 
proved that an epistemic community involves a group of like-minded professionals or experts from 
within a knowledge-based society that come together. They published a book based on the outcomes 
from   the   assessment   of   the   international   organisation’s   role   in   the   world   of   politics   (Reinelda & 
Verbeek, 1998). Reinelda and Verbeek (1998) had successfully developed an epistemic community 
during the conference and produced ground rules to autonomous policy making.  
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An epistemic community can consist of a diverse range of academic and professional people from a 
variety of disciplines and backgrounds. Haas (1992) emphasises that to develop an epistemic 
community four characteristics are required as discussed below: 
1. A shared set of normative and principled beliefs, which provide a value-based rationale for 
the social action of community members;  
2. Shared causal beliefs, which are derived from their analysis of practices leading or 
contributing to a central set of problems in their domain and which then serve as the basis for 
elucidating the multiple linkages between possible policy actions and desired outcomes;  
3. Shared notions of validity – that is, inter-subjectivity, or internally-defined criteria for 
weighing and validating knowledge in the domain of their expertise; and  
4. A common policy enterprise – that is, a set of common practices associated with a set of 
problems to which their professional competence is directed, presumably out of the 
conviction that human welfare will be enhanced as a consequence (Haas, 1992, p. 3). 
Klang and Olsson (1999) point out that online spaces are similar to physical places and hence 
epistemic communities can form online just as well as they form in physical environments. Twitter 
has   been   used   as   a   digital   backchannel,  which   “changes   the   dynamics   of   the   room   from  a   one-to-
many transmission to a many-to-many interaction, without disrupting the main channel 
communication, and has   helped   the   participants   to   engage”   (Straumsheim, 2014). Straumsheim 
(2014) emphasise that academics  use  Twitter  to  discuss  their  peers’  work.  Twitter  has  been  used  to  jot  
down and broadcast important and interesting information during conferences, which serves as a 
future reference and also as dissemination of information (Ross et al., 2012). This scenario shows that 
Twitter can be perceived as a space to build epistemic communities, as Twitter enables members to 
communicate  through  note  taking,  information  sharing,  and  individuals’  real-time engagements with 
events. 
The  literature  confirms  that  epistemic  communities  are  often  “embedded  in  regulatory  agencies”  and  
have an “impact   on   international   policy   coordination”   (Adler & Haas, 1992, pp. 379-380). Haas 
(1992) highlights  the  issue  that  “members  of  transnational  epistemic  communities  can  influence  state  
interests”  (p. 4) either directly or indirectly for decision makers. Cross (2013) argues that the existing 
research on epistemic communities is limited to a single case study and focuses on specific groups of 
professionals, mostly in the political and policy-making spheres. The literature also deals with 
epistemic communities in regard to physical environments only and there is no empirical study of the 
influences of epistemic communities in the online spaces. Thus, this current research will also look at 
this  aspect  of  the  IT  professionals’  community  on  Twitter. 
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2.4.4. Socratic circles 
A Socratic circle is an activity to understand information by creating an interaction between people in 
regards to a specific text or context, where knowledge is created within the circle. According to 
Parker (2011),   “Socratic   circles   is   a   text-based discussion in which an individual sets their own 
interpretations  of  the  text  alongside  those  of  other  participants”; in effect, it is a hermeneutic circle. 
Hermeneutics does not assume that correct or ultimate understanding can be achieved, but instead is 
interested in the process of developing understanding (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014, p. 259). 
Rankin (2009) adopted the Socratic circle method and experimented with the use of Twitter as a back 
channel and found Twitter encouraged students to engage better with information and learning and 
most of them seemed comfortable with using the technology to engage with the reading materials. 
The Unquiet Librarian (2014) highlights that the energy that builds around the conversation in a 
Socratic circle on Twitter was tremendous. However, the Socratic circle as applied through Twitter 
back channel had two limitations: the 140 characters limit the students, who cannot write a lot of 
detail in their comments; it was also difficult for the students to reply to specific comments as the 
discussion stream tended to wander (Rankin, 2009). Despite this limitation, the participants still felt 
energetic and engaged and the students continued to Tweet comments as they walked out the door 
(The Unquiet Librarian, 2014). 
To adopt a new technology for a traditional function is challenging for any professional. However, 
Twitter  is  comparatively  “very  adaptable,  and  it  lets  people  repurpose  it  to  suit  whatever  their  need  is”  
(Straumsheim, 2014). Rankin (2009) points out that it did not take too long for his participants to 
understand how Twitter works as a channel for the Socratic circle. Miners (2010) found that whilst 
his marketing students worked with local companies, the students made recommendations on whether 
the firms should use services like Twitter, blogs, or email newsletters to build networks and found 
that Twitter was more useful in building networks in the professional world compared to other social 
networking sites, as Twitter is more about creating connections with others who may not be real 
friends (Miners, 2010). Recently, Power (2015) suggested a number of recommendations to enhance 
professional networking on Twitter (e.g. create professional online persona), outlining the key 
benefits of Twitter for professional networking. However, this study was focused on health 
professionals. There is no empirical study investigating how IT professionals create such professional 
networking through Twitter. This study aims to fill this research gap. 
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2.5. Social media phenomenon 
Previously, websites were used simply to display information digitally or just for users to interact 
with an information system without much user-to-user interaction. They had no three-way 
communication features to allow users to engage with other users, and provide feedback and 
comments   on   particular   topics   and   also   see   others’   input.   Websites   that   are   built   on   Web   2.0  
technologies, such as Twitter, provide space for such social interactions and aid community formation 
and such collaborative projects are termed collectively as social media (Lave & Wenger, 2000). 
Examples of social media include blogs, wikis, Google documents, YouTube, Flickr, Facebook, and 
microblogs such as Twitter. Social media applications have significantly influenced the ways in 
which professionals communicate in general. This social media phenomenon has also transformed the 
conservative approaches to networking (Power, 2015) and collaboration in innovative ways (Bruns & 
Bahnisch, 2009). Deborah Lupton, an Australian Sociologist has described how microblogging 
through Twitter has helped her engage and provide feedback and comments on particular topics and 
career development (Lupton, 2012). Schirmer (2011) states that Twitter enables education 
professionals to announce and brainstorm new work virtually and find a community of experts, as 
well use it as a launching pad to other online spaces, such as blogs and other social working sites. All 
these examples illustrate that social media has aided the way professionals interact online, without 
restrictions to the availability of location, time, resources, and people.  
This social media phenomenon has also changed the way IT professionals seek, share, communicate, 
collaborate, and disseminate information. For example, previously, email was the primary way to 
communicate with fellow professionals around the world outside of professional conferences. 
However, due to delays in getting responses in this asynchronous method of communication, email is 
no longer the preferred method for frequent communications (Schirmer, 2011). This asynchronous 
method is similar to face-to-face communication at any physical space. Face-to-face communication 
has limitations due to reasons of both time and space – professionals from across the world cannot 
meet as often in person as they can do on social media. Counts and Fisher (2010) have shown that 
mobile-device social networking acts as an online  ‘place’  for  information  sharing  in  a  more  dynamic  
manner with information flow from many directions. Thus, online spaces help make the conversations 
among users occur dynamically and is more convenient, and hence significantly impacts on social 
interactions.  
Another way for professionals to meet and share information has always been via professional 
conferences. Bossaller, Paul, Hill, Wang, and Erdelez (2008) propose that professional conferences 
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are information grounds where  “people  were  gathered  around  a  focal  activity  where  they  could  seek,  
share, and contribute to [their professional] community. The ambience of the conference, [often] 
located  in  a  resort,  provide[s]  a  relaxed  atmosphere  for  interaction”  (p. 258) and it is also impossible 
that each participant has an opportunity to participate in the discussion (Bossaller et al., 2008). For 
example, in the conference, the organiser has allocated a room for the presenter based on their 
research area and each room is limited to a certain number of people in the audience. Further, the 
sessions are often conducted in parallel because of time and cost constraints. This situation explains 
how it is impossible for the conference participants to attend several sessions at the same time. In 
addition, they have limited time for discussion,  which  influences  the  interactivity  of  the  participants’  
social interactions (Reid, 2011). On the contrary, social media applications are being used for 
communications and for information transmission and dissemination with greater efficiency and 
immediacy (McNely, 2009) and they also foster a great sense of community among professionals 
(Bossaller et al., 2008).  
To date, social media has been widely used for networking within professional conferences, not only 
for information sharing about conference activities to the people who cannot attend, but also between 
people who are already present at the conference – almost every conference now publishes its own 
official hashtag that people can use (Campbell, Ellis, & Adebonojo, 2012). Microblogs enables users 
to  participate  and  access  conference  resources  conveniently  and  the  participants’  online  interactions 
also influence the information flow within the online spaces (McNely, 2009). However, the social 
network relationship between such online and offline interactions has not been yet investigated – that 
is, how physical place and cyberspace influence the social interactions and serendipity of information 
discovery and information sharing in different ways, and how this can impact on professional 
networking. This study aims to fill this research gap. 
Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe (2007) emphasise that social media can also help improve the self-
esteem and satisfaction of users, as well as encouraging them to be more participative and 
collaborative in information sharing. Bafoutsou and Mentzas (2002) emphasise   that   “collaborative  
work based on information  sharing  is  becoming  a  necessity”  (p. 294). Hadjerrouit (2011) highlights 
that Wikis offer opportunities for scholars to practice academic writing and to encourage them to 
actively share their knowledge publicly. Microblogging technologies can serve as informal 
communication platforms that can aid collaboration in more dynamic and interactive ways 
(Hadjerrouit, 2011).  
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Still, not all professionals use social media in the same way. Skågeby (2012) highlights that social 
media relationships differ between strong-tie and weak-tie type users as described by Granovetter 
(1973) that has a significant influence on the way professionals use social media for professional 
purposes. Strong-tie   type   users   consider   their   online   social   networks   as   ‘real’   and   as   interactive   as  
their offline interactions, where the networks are carefully selected. For the weak-tie  users  “the  online  
network can be something qualitatively different, where privacy is virtually non-existent”  (Skågeby, 
2012, p. 332). Skågeby (2012) examined three other studies that used ethnographic studies of 
Facebook, Flickr, and a music-sharing site in order to arrive at these findings, and the people 
examined were not part of a professional network. This study will also explore the relationships 
between  strong  and  week  ties  and  their  implications  on  IT  professionals’  use  of  Twitter. 
Pierson and Heyman (2011) used  Granovetter’s  study  of strong and weak relationships within social 
networks to examine its impact on information diffusion, information portability, and online 
community organisations. They found that individual relationships influenced the growth of 
collaboration in virtual spaces   since   social   media   facilitates   ‘phatic   communication’.   Phatic  
communication is a type of communication – small talk – whose main purpose is a social one and not 
one of communicating any information. Such communication helps people develop their online 
communities through seemingly personal but inconsequential small conversation (Jansen et al., 2009). 
This  notion  of  phatic  communication,  or  ‘small  talk’  to  facilitate  relationships  building  was  examined  
in  this  study  in  the  context  of  IT  professionals’  use  of  Twitter. 
Other studies that examine information interactions within social media include the use of social 
media for knowledge development and for research communication (Dey, 2004). In particular, 
Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012), Ebner, Lienhardt, Rohs, and Meyer (2010) and Forkosh-Baruch and 
Hershkovitz (2012) discovered that social media can be used in knowledge sharing and found that 
unforeseen relationships and insights into the interdependencies between the actors within social 
media have significant impact on the success of knowledge sharing and collaboration. Microblogs is 
one example of social media that is useful for collaboration independent of time and place (Ebner et 
al., 2010). Online spaces enable online collaboration, social interactions, and attract wider audiences 
as well as more participants from around the globe. The challenge for the information provider or 
organiser is to monitor, maintain, and manage the online interactions and the information flow. As 
there is no face-to-face interaction such as in a physical social network, there are limited studies on 
how  social  media  platforms  are  perceived  as  a  ‘place’,  – “a place to be in, a place to go to, a place to 
gather, or a place to be seen in” (Narayan et al., 2013, p. 127) – that is comparable to physical spaces. 
Thus, this study aims to fill this research gap. 
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Pettigrew (1998) explored information sharing within an online library community, while Fisher, 
Durrance, and Hinton (2004), investigated use of the Internet by immigrants for fulfilling their 
information needs and found that their Internet use initiated an information flow. Information flow 
has a significant influenced in the development of information grounds in physical and online spaces. 
Counts and Fisher (2010) highlight that mobile-based social networking is perceived as information 
grounds, where information flow facilitates interactive information sharing and overcomes the 
limitation that occurs in physical information grounds (e.g. the availability of information, and 
geographical barriers). Mobile-based social networking has a similar characteristic with social media 
(e.g. mobility, accessibility and availability to information). This study aims to investigate microblogs 
as information grounds and how it influences IT   professionals’   information   behaviour  while   using  
Twitter for professional purposes. 
2.5.1. Social media as information grounds 
Information grounds are social settings where people meet unplanned at any physical location and 
serendipitously exchange information, but it is restricted to a physical space and hence to the number 
of participants that can be part of the communication at any physical information grounds such as an 
office tea room or café. Instead, social media can create a sense of belonging, sense of place, and 
develop community of practice dynamically where the serendipity of information discovery and the 
dynamics of the information flow emerge from within the online spaces (Williamson & Roberts, 
2010). This is because the proliferation of Internet and how it is embedded in our daily activities, aids 
productivity and interactivity within online interactions in social media (Wellman, 2004). The 
openness, transparency, and availability of social media has also helped users share, disseminate, and 
find information in online spaces (Campbell et al., 2012). This concept of information grounds is 
valuable in this study to understand the transition between the physical and online interactions for 
professional purposes. Some research has been conducted in demonstrating the information flow and 
behaviour within the physical location, which focuses on healthcare personnel (Fisher, 2005) and 
focuses on migrants (Fisher & Naumer, 2006), and mobile-based social networking users (Counts & 
Fisher, 2010). This information flow perspective focuses on the information and the processes it 
undergoes,  but  does  not  throw  light  on  the  ‘experiences’  of  the  people  creating,  sharing,  and  receiving  
that information. 
Social media enables professionals to develop a hub for a specific target audience to serendipitously 
disseminate information (Kreitzberg, 2009). Pettigrew’s (1998) information grounds theory consists 
of three important elements: people, place and information. Fisher et al., (2007) found that the 
characteristics and the interactions of information grounds may develop within social spaces and 
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allow information flow and human interaction. The online interactions have influenced the social 
interaction within the online spaces, where the offline and online relationships are overlapping. This 
overlapping occurs because users bring their strong ties online while also interacting with weak-tie 
users at the same time. Skågeby (2012) explains the difference and similarity between weak-tie and 
strong-tie users that have a significant impact on the development of online relationship as follows: 
“Weak-tie category users see online relationships as principally inconsequential. They display a 
careless attitude and seem to make a distinction between online friends and offline friends, where the 
former are less important. The strong-tie category users, however, will typically describe online 
relationships as very serious. Their friend lists are carefully selected and also socially embedded 
offline. As such, their online friends are also persons with whom they have a face-to-face relationship. 
Further, online actions have a clear potential to impact offline relations. In terms of privacy, strong tie 
type users will likely devote more time to configuring privacy settings. Weak-tie category users, 
however, hold the view that privacy is a non-issue in social networking services. They regard 
information pushed through social networking services as inherently public.”  (Skågeby, 2012, p. 330) 
Social media applications enable IT professionals to communicate, collaborate and share information 
faster and easier (Tian & Lo, 2014). Each social media has different functionalities and characteristics 
so it is important for users to choose wisely as they influence the success of collaboration and 
communication (Padilla, 2007). Counts and Fisher (2010) have shown that mobile device-based 
social networking is perceived as information grounds as it enables individual presence, availability 
of information, and accessibility of information. Mobile device-based social networking is a clone of 
social media platforms that enables the users to communicate and share information on online spaces 
similar to web platforms. Mobile device-based social networking also meet the seven propositions of 
information grounds (see section 2.3.3) (Counts & Fisher, 2010). The significant difference between 
physical information grounds and mobile-based social networking is the availability of information 
and the restriction to geographical barriers. 
Social media technologies help academics to develop purposive virtual social spaces and 
communicate with fellow academics and their students anytime and anywhere (Morris & Unsworth, 
2012) as well as provide a convenient environment for professionals to communicate (Gu & Widen-
Wulff, 2011). There are many social media applications that professionals can choose such as social 
networks, multimedia sharing, and online documents for professional purposes. Their choice of 
modes depends on whether they want to keep up-to-date with developments in their field, seek 
specific information, or share information (Gu & Widen-Wulff, 2011). Dlupton (2012) states that the 
choice of modes influences her professional work; certain media is more suited to certain types of 
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dissemination, and social media is useful in obtaining and disseminating up-to-date developments in 
topics of interest and in distributing working papers for peer input. The choice of modes is similar to 
the way people choose meeting places and people who they prefer to collaborate with. This wider 
choice of place and people has influenced information exchange. 
Social media is accessible, understandable, user-friendly, has user-generated content, and can make 
collaboration and information sharing more interactive and innovative. Thomas and Thomas (2012) 
emphasise that academics prefer to use social media as an alternative channel in information sharing 
because it encourages their users to actively participate and collaborate in group discussions. For 
example, microblogging has been widely adopted in higher education for informal information 
sharing purposes (Kassens-Noor, 2012). Schirmer (2011) argues that Twitter is a useful 
microblogging tool that encourages students and academics to collaborate and share information. The 
information on Twitter is public, visible, persistent, and searchable, which is useful for research 
purposes that have led to increase affordance for collaboration (McNely, 2009).   In  this  researcher’s  
own experience at her home institution (QUT), many lecturers use Twitter to disseminate information, 
which allows the students to get faster updates and announcements about their subjects and facilitates 
student-to-student, student-to-lecturer, and lecturer-to-student interaction. For example, Twitter has a 
hash tag feature that makes it easier for the followers to get information. For example, if a subject 
code is ABC123, the students follow the hashtag #ABC123 in order to be connected to other students 
and the lecturers in that subject. The nature of social media applications enables human interaction 
and information flow  that  is  useful  for  IT  professionals’  use  for  professional  or/and  collaboration. 
Social media applications have influenced collaborative research in various ways. Padilla (2007) 
states that social media is a useful web application for professionals to collaborate virtually, and is 
valuable and useful for online collaboration research. Online collaboration and collaboration systems 
are useful for communication, coordination, and cooperation (Bafoutsou & Mentzas, 2002). They 
have reduced the effect of geographical dispersion and play an important role in bringing teams 
together. Wikis is an example of collaborative platforms that offers opportunities for scholars to 
practice academic writing and to motivate professionals to participate and share their knowledge 
(Hadjerrouit, 2011). Wikis are platforms that enable the professionals to publish information freely in 
online spaces. The ease of use, its collaborative platform, accessible and freely available make Wikis 
is the most popular Web publishing (Hadjerrouit, 2011). To date, professionals have used Wikis for 
sharing their experiences, knowledge, and developing online community in their research field but no 
research prior to this study investigates how microblogging has been used for professional knowledge 
sharing and the creation of their own community of practice.  
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Blogs are one of the most popular social media applications and has been widely used by the 
professionals. For example, the Thesis Whisperer blog shares information that helps PhD students 
worldwide to share the pitfalls in their journey (Mewburn, 2012). The London School of Economics 
and Political Science has developed a social media hub (LSE Impact Blog) that enables researchers 
who are interested in maximising the impact of academic work in social sciences and other disciplines 
to share their thoughts (Moran, 2012). The use of social media also influences the individual 
professional’s  career  development  (Lassi & Sonnenwald, 2010) and knowledge sharing (Bafoutsou & 
Mentzas, 2002). Sociologist Deborah Lupton has stated that she uses social media for research, 
creativity and engagement as part of her academic practice (Lupton, 2012). Social media plays a 
similar role as physical places do for communication and collaboration purposes, and online 
environment is local, unique, and accessible, which has transformed traditional social network 
connections in developing a community of experts (Skågeby, 2012). It has also helped users increase 
their self- esteem to be participative and active in the discussion, as online spaces give users a sense 
of place (Williamson & Roberts, 2010) and provide a sense of belonging (Top, 2012) that enables 
them to widen their knowledge sharing and develop their online connections with other professionals 
worldwide much easier. 
There are several kinds of technologies that  IT  professionals’  use  for  collaborative  projects  including  
real time, asynchronous, and synchronous communication (Hastings, 2009). These types of 
communication have given IT professionals the opportunity to be recognised, build relationships and 
develop online communities in their research area. Social media provides a convenient and friendly 
environment that can help professionals strengthen the relationship between people from 
geographically distant places for professional works. Social media enables real time, synchronous, 
and asynchronous communication, which makes professionals appear to be together in a virtual space 
akin to a physical space (Narayan, 2013). For example, video conferencing is one of the conventional 
technologies that have been used for face-to-face discussion from various locations at the same time. 
However, there is a high maintenance cost and implementation cost as well as the required high 
bandwidth network (Bafoutsou & Mentzas, 2002), and hence not used commonly but only for 
occasional online face-to-face interactions. Thus, maintenance and implementation costs influence the 
process and progress   of   IT   professionals’   collaboration  works.   Pauleen   and  Yoong   (2001) suggest 
that facilitators need to strategically use the available channels to build virtual teams and maintain 
online relationships. Social media can reduce the cost of maintenance, provide such a space for online 
community development and allow asynchronous communication. 
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Asynchronous communication is non-simultaneous. Social media spaces allow asynchronous 
communication and aid collaboration processes efficiently, which allow the participants to contribute 
at their own time and conveniently (Hastings, 2009). This approach allows the team members in a 
group to work independently before assembling together for updating and compiling. Hastings (2009) 
highlights   that  “Web  2.0  communication  and  collaborator  channels  can  reduce  problems  associated 
with  having  collaborators  in  multiple  time  zones”  (p. 16). Social media helps collaborators to arrange 
their discussion and collaboration in research faster. This online space provides opportunity for users 
to engage with other without any restriction to size of participants and accessibility (Counts & Fisher, 
2010). Previously, websites did not enable professionals to engage, communicate, comment and 
collaborate, whereas social media sites enable user-generated content, which has influenced user 
engagement, communication and collaboration in the virtual environments (Kreitzberg, 2009). The 
rise of social media tools allow professionals to communicate and collaborate in virtual environments 
and Web 2.0 collaboration channels help research collaboration to formed in online spaces (Hastings, 
2009). Facebook   “Wall”   features,   comments   on   blogs,   Wikis   and   Delicious   bookmarking   are  
examples of asynchronous collaboration. These applications allow professionals (including IT 
professionals) to read and reflect on the information before responding to particular topics. For 
example, Wikis provides a place for contributors to store information, comments and communicate 
asynchronously. Asynchronous collaboration enables IT professionals to review and update 
information over time.  
Social   media   spaces   also   enable   synchronous   communication,   which   is   defined   as   “instantaneous  
communication between two or more people like in chat rooms, instant messaging and phone 
conversations”   (p. 17) that aids online collaboration and community of expertise development 
(Hastings, 2009). Instant messaging like Yahoo Messenger and Facebook messenger are independent 
platforms or a built-in service within another tool and examples of synchronous applications. These 
channels enable chats to be archived and conversations can be saved. These kinds of features can help 
IT professionals develop online collaboration. Previously, chat rooms and phone conversations have 
been used for discussion with team members. However, geographical dispersion (different time 
zones)   and   phone  costs  have   limited   IT  professionals’   access to them, but social media tools have 
reduced the geographical dispersion that helps IT professionals develop online collaboration (Tian & 
Lo, 2014). This shows that the technological infrastructure plays an important role in developing 
online collaboration.  
Pauleen and Yoong (2001) state that technological infrastructure is important to develop efficient 
virtual teams and online communities. Compatibility of software and hardware used for online 
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collaborations has impacted on the choice of communication channels. Web 2.0 communications like 
Skype and Google Drive are the example of collaboration tools that enables information flow and 
human interaction occurs concurrently (Hastings, 2009). These elements demonstrate the 
characteristics of web 2.0 technologies that allow human interaction and foster a sense of community 
(Campbell et al., 2012). Exiting research show that virtual spaces can be perceived as information 
grounds as it has similar characteristics to mobile-based social networking. However, there is limited 
research on how social media influences information behaviour (Worrall, 2010). Social media may 
have additional dimensions of facilitating communication that could be revealed in this study.  
2.5.2. The use of social media for professional use 
The uses of social media within any given community are varied and unpredictable, and some uses 
are more effective than others. Social media applications can also overcome geographical dispersion 
and improve collaborative research. The interaction of participants within the online collaboration has 
increased the productivity and process of collaboration and accessibility of the information for wider 
audiences. Counts and Fisher (2010) found that a mobile-device  social  networking  known  as  “Slam”  
increased the size of online information grounds – “at  physical   information  grounds   the  number  of  
people participating in any conversation tends to be low as only a finite number of people can hear 
and participate in a conversation unless a microphone or some other tools is used to project. With 
Slam,  however,  any  number  of  people  can  participate”  (Counts & Fisher, 2010, p. 104). Slam allowed 
instant messages and photos, which is similar to some of social media applications.  
Social media is useful for information seeking, a powerful tool for disseminating information as well 
as enables online collaborative research (Gu & Widen-Wulff, 2011). Gu and Widen-Wulff (2011) 
argue social media has influenced information behaviours in the context of scholarly communication. 
This  is  because  the  sentiment  in  social  media  content  induces  “cognitive  and  arousal-related effects 
(e.g.,   attention   and   physiological   arousal)”   (p. 241) that   “affect   [their]   sharing behavior in social 
media  communication”  (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013, p. 241). Pilerot and Limberg (2011) found that 
information sharing within Nordic design researcher communities happens automatically when 
individuals communicate with each other using any kind of telecommunication tools and from any 
place. They found that a geographically dispersed group of individual academics with a shared 
research  interest  want  to  cultivate  collaboration  and  information  sharing  in  “a  structured  but  informal  
and flexible way together with peers [online through] shared experiences, discourse and documents 
originating from, for instance, testimonies  from  conferences  and  seminars”  (Pilerot & Limberg, 2011, 
p. 317).  
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Inger Mewburn, a research educator states that social media has helped her develop and maintain her 
online community (Mewburn, 2012) and Deborah Lupton, a sociologist, agrees that social media has 
helped widen her professional and research networks (Lupton, 2012). IT researchers too are using 
social media for similar purposes, but IT is a fast-changing field and hence the immediacy and speed 
with which social media can help professionals communicate is crucial to its importance. Collectively, 
existing research has shown that social media has transformed and has a significant impact on 
personal and professional context of individuals. Thus, this study aims to investigate the influence of 
Twitter for professional use in the context of IT professionals. 
2.5.3. The characteristics and issues of social media for professional use 
Social media is a new driver in media convergence, which is user-focused, decentralised, and able to 
change over time as users modify content and media through ongoing participation. Media 
convergence is a phenomenon involving the interconnection of information and communication 
technologies, computer networks, and media content. Social media is classified as online 
communication services and includes the social network Facebook, the microblogging service Twitter, 
the video-sharing Web site YouTube, blog software such as Blogger and Word Press, and many 
others. The scale of growth of these social media platforms has been phenomenal and influences the 
so-called  ‘convergence  culture’  within  the  digital  environment (Jenkins, 2014). 
Jenkins (2014), draws attention to the fact that convergence culture plays a significant role in social 
media   phenomena,  where   “participatory   culture shifts the focus of literacy from one of individual 
expression  to  one  of  community  of  involvement”  (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 
2006, p. 7). Sundén (2003) argues  that,  in  order  to  have  ‘presence’  online,  the  individual  must  write  
about themselves on digital public spaces and project their self-image so others may acknowledge 
their presence and interact with them (Boyd, 2006). According to Sundén (2003), online texting 
incorporates acts of writing and reading and is always confronted with the techno-cultural restrictions 
of the medium. Over time, the networked context shifts the focus away from interests onto people, 
and mediated environments influence participation on social network sites (Boyd, 2006). For example, 
Facebook connects ideas between people who are already connected in other ways, but Twitter makes 
connections between strangers possible based on connecting ideas. However, the future of privacy on 
digital spaces and the level of control over their audience are still questionable (Boyd, 2006). 
Participation   is   a   bridge   between   technologies,   content,   and   producers   and   often   a   community’s  
members share common interests (Jenkins, 2014). Haythornthwaite (2008) explains online 
environments as follow,  
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“Online  environments  support  communities  of  members  interact  and  learn  with  each  other  as  a  group  
and they can support individuals as they choose what to learn to support their personal goals, but only 
if the former is vital enough to sustain a living network. Only from a community can individuals gain 
social capital that resides in the network of members, and only in a stable community can social 
capital be created that can support individuals who are dipping in to support individual goals.”  
(Haythornthwaite, 2008, p. 154) 
In contrast, Couldry (2011) draws attention to the fact that participatory culture does not rely on 
assumptions of technological determinism. Jenkins (2014) emphasised that there are many factors – 
not all of which are necessarily due to the growth of networked computing – which influence 
participatory culture. For example, Andrejevic (2011) emphasised that  “individual   emotional  
engagement   and   investment”   influence   participatory   culture   (p. 615). Hay and Couldry (2011) 
indicate   that   an   individual’s   self   expression   and   creativity in generating content have a positive 
impact on online participation. However, individuals do gain some greater degree of communication 
competency as a result of their access to social media, where they can share goals and common 
interests on digital public spaces (Jenkins, 2014). Also, this participatory culture is taking shape at the 
intersection between three trends (Jenkins et al., 2006), namely: 
1. New tools and technologies that enable consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and 
recirculate media content. 
2. A range of subcultures that promote Do-It-Yourself (DIY) media production, a discourse that 
shapes how consumers have deployed those technologies. 
3. Economic trends favouring the horizontally integrated media conglomerates that encourage 
the flow of images, ideas, and narratives across multiple media channels and demand more 
active modes of spectatorship. 
Thus, participatory culture is the key element to success in communities of practice and it is evident 
that a complex environment such as social media does play a key role as a space for communication 
(Narayan, 2013). Yet, there is no existing empirical study that has investigated Twitter as an 
information mechanism and participatory culture on Twitter.  
The following section discusses in more detail the characteristics and issues surrounding social media 
that have a significantly influenced the adoption of social media for professional use. This study will 
consider these factors in the analysis of the data. The discussion includes user-generated content and 
user-friendly applications, authorship and authority in collaborative networks, cost of participation, 
trust, as well as veracity of information. 
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2.5.3.1. User-generated content and user-friendly applications 
Attributes of social media such as its intuitive and easy-to-use features, a real-time application, and 
free availability on the Internet are very useful for IT professionals to express their opinions and 
increase knowledge sharing informally. Ebner et al. (2010) state that microblogs are an alternative 
channel that can be used to facilitate both informal and process-oriented learning. An informal 
learning environment (such as microblogs) helps learners share their knowledge and be more 
participative (Russo, Watkins, & Groundwater-Smith, 2009), and aids informal knowledge sharing 
and collaboration in online spaces.  
The literature confirms that social media applications are useful for professionals to disseminate their 
knowledge and expertise in their respective research fields (Gu & Widen-Wulff, 2011). It is evident 
that social media is a promising tool that can help IT professionals develop and maintain their 
relationships  with  other  IT  professionals.  These  applications  can  also  help  increase  IT  professional’s  
individual achievement within a research expertise. Sheehan (2013) argues that is important to fully 
utilise the use of Twitter for professional purposes, as it has a significant impact on knowledge 
transfer. Existing research has shown the possibilities and the benefits of using social media for 
professional purposes although there is no empirical research that investigates the use of microblogs 
for professional purposes.  
2.5.3.2. Authorship and authority in collaborative networks 
Convergence of ideas can influence the effectiveness and productivity of IT professionals in a 
collaborative writing environment. According to Gannon-Leary et al. (2011), authorship is one of the 
difficulties in collaborative research, especially in ensuring credibility and integrity and in giving due 
credit to the intellectual property owner. The writing process itself can also vary. The increase in the 
use of social media such as Facebook and Twitter can bridge communications between IT 
professionals as these applications make information transparent, visible and accessible without 
requiring the actual presence of the IT professionals involved (Gannon-Leary et al., 2011). 
Additionally, the information is automatically documented and would be available for access at a later 
time (Fischer & Reuber, 2011). However, the key questions centring on the effectiveness, authorship 
and authority of the information remain. 
Crediting of proper authorship of information in social media is important in order to avoid any harm 
and reputation damage to the authors as well as the publishers. As expected, it is difficult to monitor 
authorship of information on the Internet (Velonaki et al., 2008) and on social media (Boyd, 2010b). 
Therefore, it is vital for IT professionals to be able to trust the authenticity of the information that is 
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available publicly on the Internet before using the information. Attribution of scholarship is important 
both to the creators and users of research-related information. Therefore, copyrights and intellectual 
property attribution of the information are essential elements in establishing the authority of research 
information. Many publications, websites and blogs have used Creative Commons Copyright to offer 
protection and freedom to authors and to deter researchers from misusing any information they make 
public (Krueger, 2003). Wikipedia is an example of a collaborative platform that allows anyone to 
freely add and edit information over time (Hadjerrouit, 2011). Normally, lay IT professionals often 
use Wikipedia as the first place to seek basic information. However, the authentication and validation 
of the information to be used for research purposes are arguable due to a lack of attribution to original 
sources (Sundin, 2011). This shows that authority and credibility of the information that is publicly 
available is still arguable. This study did not investigate the authority, credibility and quality of the 
‘tweets’  as  this  study  aims  to  understand  online  information  behaviour  and  information  experience  of  
IT professionals rather than theorising about information quality on Twitter. 
Fostering collaborative work is challenging for both academics and professionals for various reasons 
(Xiao & Askin, 2012). However, a great deal of research conducted on collaborative work has 
recommended the use of social media applications for purposes of collaboration (Ardichvili, Maurer, 
Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006). Reid (2011) points out that digital humanities researchers have 
used online spaces for both practicing and sustaining their scholarly engagement. Social media 
applications play a significant role in the development of online collaboration and group discussion 
forums (Macdonald, 2003). It is essential for professionals to identify and choose social media tools 
that are useful and beneficial to their information needs. For example, wikis are useful for group 
writing as it allows researchers to actively engage in collaborative writing and express their opinions 
without hesitation (Xiao & Askin, 2012). Lack of individual self-esteem can affect the success of 
collaborative works (Breakwell, 2006) as self-esteem encourages individuals to actively contribute 
their knowledge (Lassi & Sonnenwald, 2010). To date, collaborative works within social media is still 
challenging, but it is a promising tool for professionals to use and utilise social media for professional 
purposes. This study aims to investigate how IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes, 
and the outcomes of this study will offer a fundamental understanding in adopting microblogging for 
professional purposes. 
2.5.3.3. Cost of participation, trust and veracity of information  
Cost of participation is an aspect of collaboration that requires high motivation from team members in 
any group. Social media tools are new forms of technologies that can be used and relied on for 
interdisciplinary collaboration worldwide (Lassi & Sonnenwald, 2010). However, an IT 
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professional’s  individual  commitment  and  determination  to  use  social  media  applications  is  also  a  key  
to success in online collaboration environments (Black, 2008). Time is also a crucial factor for IT 
professionals in ensuring completion of a project. Social media enables IT professionals to freely use 
their platforms and gain access to the information over time. According to Lassi and Sonnenwald 
(2010) money, time, and effort involved in using the social media tools have influenced the efficiency 
and success of the approach. IT professionals have to manage their time accurately to avoid difficulty 
and delays that can reduce the productivity of their collaboration on time-sensitive projects.  
IT professionals can have decreased motivation levels if the team members in their group are mis-
matched with them. This is one of the challenges for IT professionals who have experienced working 
with inconsistent and unreliable team members that cause them to lose motivation to actively engage 
in   a   collaborative   project.   Therefore,   an   IT   professional’s   individual   motivation   to   use   the  
collaboratory platform is important in engagement and in enhancement of communication. Kreitzberg 
(2009) emphasises that lack of communication and encouragement may lead to the failure of 
collaborative works (Lassi & Sonnenwald, 2010). Lally (2001) has  discussed  social  media’s  ability  to  
enable linkages and connectivity between professionals. It is essential for IT professionals to 
understand the nature of social media as it can boost the productivity of the collaboration process and 
influence professional relationship development (networking), as well as enhance career performance 
in a positive way (Kreijns, Kirschner, & Jochems, 2003).  
On the other hand, trustworthiness of the information exchanged between team members significantly 
influences the effectiveness of collaborative research (Bafoutsou & Mentzas, 2002). Velonaki et al. 
(2008) draw  attention  to  the  fact  that  “development  of  trust  can  lead to a fruitful relationship within a 
team”   (p. 9). It shows that trustworthiness of information is important to ensure that collaborative 
work is successful. Vuori and Okkonen (2012) found that the key question of the veracity of the 
information still remains. Social media applications have changed the nature of information on 
account of the volumes of data. Social media applications also enable user-generated content that 
allow IT professionals to express their thoughts publicly in online environments. However, authority, 
reliability, and credibility of information have been debated and influences people’s   information  
behaviours on social media. Twitter for professional use 
Twitter allows anyone to follow anyone unlike Facebook where one cannot follow a person who does 
not permit you or add you as a friend. In that sense, Twitter does not require mutual sharing. Person A 
can choose to follow Person B without Person B making the same decision to follow Person A (Al-
Hadidi, 2011). Besides, it also provides high usability through a simple interface and easy 
52 Chapter 2:Literature review 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
navigability. In addition, it is easy for users to build a social presence on Twitter over a relatively 
short time with some judicious effort (Kwon, Park, & Kim, 2014). Twitter can also function as an 
electronic word-of-mouth   to   increase   the   scope   and   breadth   of   one’s   reach   within   any   given  
professional context (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009). 
The attributes of Twitter mentioned above such as presence, usability, navigability, and word-of-
mouth, combined  with  the  immediacy  and  ubiquity  of  social  media  provide  a  valuable  ‘affordance’  
for  users  of  Twitter.     Affordances  are  “attributes  of  something   in   the  environment   to  an   interactive  
activity by an agent who has some ability, and an ability relates attributes of an agent to an interactive 
activity  with  something  in  the  environment  that  has  some  affordance”  (Greeno, 1994, p. 338). Twitter 
provides   this  affordance  and  also   functions  as  digital   information  grounds,   for  social  media,  “more  
than any other digital media before it, embodies cyberspace and reifies it as a real place where people 
search   for,   seek,   find,   use   and   share   information   for   their   personal,   private,   and   public   spheres”  
(Narayan, 2013, pp. 32-33). This indicates that Twitter enables users to create their own community 
of practice and use it for professional purposes.  
It is evident that Twitter has been used during scientific conferences (Reinhardt et al., 2009) and 
digital humanities conferences as a digital backchannel. Twitter is also a powerful electronic word-of-
mouth that enables users to disseminate their knowledge to broader audiences (Letierce, Passant, 
Decker, & Breslin, 2010). Ferguson et al. (2014) point out that Twitter is a useful tool during 
conferences as a digital backchannel that helps professionals to promote scholarly discussion and 
debate, and to engage with others to propagate information to a wider audience than those who attend 
the conferences.  
Collectively, it is evident that Twitter is useful   for   conferences,   however   the  medium’s   ability   to  
promote scientific knowledge development remains underexplored (Murthy & Lewis, 2015). Twitter 
has a potential to be used more for professional purposes rather than limited to personal usage. Power 
(2015) suggests that it is vital for professional to carefully create their profile on Twitter as it 
encourages people to follow because of their expertise and knowledge. For example, Power (2015) 
highlights   that   “live   tweeting   at   conferences   is   revolutionising   professional   networking   and  
information-sharing”   and encourages   “proficient   ‘tweeters’   to   share   their   expertise  with   novices   to  
empower and encourage them to engage.”  This  situation  demonstrates  that  Twitter  is  no  longer  useful  
just for personal purposes but also provides a place for professionals to enhance their professional 
networks in online spaces. Nevertheless, there is no research that demonstrates how professionals 
form and establish their professional networks on Twitter.  
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Messages posted to Twitter are searchable within its proprietary search engine and also indexed by 
search engines such as Google (McNely, 2009). McNely (2009) also emphasised that Twitter is both 
persistent and searchable and simultaneously provides the lightweight and conversational features of 
Short Message Service (SMS) messaging while being more open. This persistence and searchability 
of microblogs make it suitable as a backchannel communication platform that subsequently has led to 
better affordances for collaboration (McNely, 2009) and professional networking. This scenario 
occurs because the backchannel is no longer restricted by time, space, and geographical barrier to 
organise a particular event such as a professional conference and real time forum. 
2.5.4. IT professionals’ use of Twitter for professional purposes 
Twitter enables users to post of up to 140 characters in length per message and this creates a brevity 
of communication (Miller, 2008) where there is a certain “freedom  within  such  restriction”  (Schirmer, 
2011, p. 24), as this restriction often forces people to include links to information elsewhere. This 
restriction forces them to update their longer blog posts elsewhere and hence Twitter acts as a 
gateway to other social media and social networking applications (Miller, 2008). Murphy (2008) 
emphasised  that  the  more  friends  are  added  or  “followed”  by  subscribing  to  others’  feeds, the more 
visible the account will be. This scenario demonstrates how easily IT professionals can build their 
professional networking or use Twitter for professional purposes by following your  friends’  followers,  
and searching for expertise in the fields through username, email, location and interests in Twitter. 
Power (2015) states that people’s  decision  to  follow  a profile or not will be based on the profile and 
bio that is created and shared on Twitter. It is important for IT professionals to create their online 
persona that reflects their professional context by describing their areas of interest and/or expertise 
(Power, 2015). Creating online personas that reveals one’s   personality   will   help   professionals   to  
create their network with people with common interests. The key benefits of Twitter are multifocal, 
immediate, connecting and mobile (Torrente, Martí, & Escarrabill, 2012). Multifocal means the 
diversity of information and the amount of sources of information available. In order to reduce 
information overload on Twitter, Power (2015) argues that “hashtags   are   commonly   used   to  
categorise   or   signpost   tweets   and   organise   Twitter   feeds”   that   subsequently   helps   professionals to 
facilitate engagement with an intended audience. Hashtags are used to emphasise particular messages 
but all users do not really use hashtag in a strategic way (Letierce et al., 2010). They only use it when 
it is a well-known practice on Twitter. In many ways, hashtags function as a social affordance and a 
search mechanism. 
Murphy (2008) found that sharing best practices and working collaboratively via Twitter has 
significantly enhanced library services. It is vitally important for libraries to continue to explore and 
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incorporate emerging technologies to deliver better services. This situation shows that Twitter offers a 
sense of place and sense of belonging that enables IT professionals to keep in touch with experts and 
to keep them up-to-date with information. Tian and Lo (2014) discovered that the software 
engineering community used Twitter to keep in-touch with experts in their fields and to keep up-to-
date  with  information.  The  examples  of  software  engineers’  tweets  commonly  contain  job  openings,  
news, questions and answers, or links to download new tools and code (Tian & Lo, 2014). The 
information they share on Twitter has led to affordances of collaboration and professional networks 
development. This is because Twitter provides a place for knowledge or information sharing and to 
successfully create and establish collaborative work and professional networks (Farwell & Waters, 
2011). Recently, Power (2015) suggests that the use of Twitter can enhance professional networking 
because of the nature of Twitter which enables professionals to create their professional online 
persona and reach global audiences with information shared on Twitter.  
Cummings (2008) highlights homophily, proximity, and familiarity as fostering collaboration in face-
to-face and in social-media-based interactions. For example, tweets or status updates on Twitter can 
potentially enhance proximity and familiarity and significantly increase levels of homophily such as 
sharing common interests or sharing similar hobbies. Esch, Kovacheva, Scholtes, and Rothkugel 
(2011) discovered that collective behaviour is a key to success in developing collaborative social 
online games in Twitter. Programmers have a high self-esteem in online collaboration projects such 
as open source projects (Finley, 2015) and use Twitter to build and create their professional networks 
(Miners, 2010). In contrast, social interaction in scientific collaboration within Twitter is lower and 
has not produced a high impact on the success of scientific project-based collaboration (Murthy & 
Lewis, 2015). 
2.6. Theoretical frameworks related to information behaviours 
A theory is a system of assumptions, principles, and relationships posited to explain a specified set of 
phenomena (Bates, 2005). It is also a technique used to bind a multitude of facts in order to grasp a 
comprehensive understanding of the phenomena (Kelly, 1963). Theories of information behaviour 
describe how human beings seek and utilise information. Wilson (1999) mentions information 
behaviour as consisting of information needs, information seeking, and information sharing. He also 
highlights issues relating to information behaviour as below: 
“Information   behaviour   is   the   totality   of   human   behaviour   in   relation   to   sources   and   channels   of  
information, including both active and passive information seeking, and information use. Thus, it 
includes face-to-face communication with others, as well as the passive reception of information as in, 
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for example, watching TV advertisements, without any intention to act on the information given.”  
(Wilson, 1999, p. 49) 
Albright (2011) emphasises that information behaviour involves the ways in which human minds 
process information and make judgments. Case (2002) argues information behaviour encompasses 
unintentional   or   passive   behaviours   of   information   seeking   and   “purposive   behaviours   that   do   not  
involve  seeking,  such  as  avoiding  information”  (p. 5). Information behaviour is also the term used in 
library and information science to refer to a sub-discipline that engages in a wide range of types of 
research conducted in order to understand the human relationship to information (Case, 2002). 
The information behaviours of people are challenging for a researcher to understand and interpret as 
“one’s   behaviour   is   generated   by   one’s   ideas”   (Lakshminarayanan, 2010, p. 60) and ideas are 
generated  within  a  ‘black  box’  (Spink & Cole, 2006, p. 29). Inputs and outputs within the black box 
help the researcher understand  human  information  behaviour.  Inputs  are  “the  data  found  that  incites  
the   newly   adapted   behaviour”,  whereas   outputs   are   “the   new  adapted  human  behaviour”   (Spink & 
Cole, 2006, p. 29). The inputs can be measured but the evolution of behavior change cannot be 
controlled because the input influences the adaptation processes, which is based on our knowledge of 
major phenomena (Spink & Cole, 2006). This study used information grounds theory as a lens to 
investigate the information behaviour and experience of IT professionals who are currently using 
Twitter for professional purposes. 
The following section discusses in more detail relevant theories to this study. The theories are 
Dervin’s   sense-making theory, information use framework, information organisation, incidental 
acquisition of information, information-encountering framework, and lay information mediary 
behaviours. 
2.6.1. Dervin’s  sense  making  theory 
Dervin (1999) describes sense making as: a set of meta-theoretic assumptions, a fundamental theory 
of methodological guidance, an explicit research method, and a set of communication procedures and 
systems to better serve human beings. The sense making theory focuses on information needs and 
information seeking, whereas not all information arises as a need and not all information behaviours 
involve information seeking (Lakshminarayanan, 2010). 
The sense-making model is focused on four major components – a situation, a gap, an outcome, and a 
bridge (Dervin, 1999) (see Figure 2.1). The situation explains the context in which information 
problems arise, the gap shows the difference between the contextual situation and the desired 
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situation, the outcome demonstrates the significance of the sense-making process, and the bridge is a 
connection to close the gap between situation and outcome. The model uses information to fill the gap 
and consequently this model has been conceptualised as theory of information use. 
 
Figure 2-1 Dervin’s sense-making information needs. 
Dervin’s   later   model   was   more explicit and in-depth and it has been used as a foundation for 
methodological guidance and an explicit research method (Dervin, Foreeman-Wernet, & Lauterbach, 
2003) (see Figure 2.2). Cheuk (2008) has adopted sense-making methodology to investigate 
knowledge management practices as an alternative procedure to be able to implement and promote 
knowledge sharing. The revisited sense-making methodology model shows the information needs, 
which occur within the time-space dimension. This can be focused on the past, present, or future and 
can be located within the specific or identified categories. Thus, it is possible to demonstrate and 
expand the concept of sense-making within the social media environment research rather than focus 
on the study or use of sense-making methodology only.  
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Figure 2-2 Dervin’s sense making revised model. 
2.6.2. Information use framework 
According to Lakshminarayanan (2010) information seeking, searching, finding, and sharing are the 
behaviours that have been most studied; yet, very little research exists regarding what humans do 
after they find the information they need. Kirk (2002) argues that information use has received little 
attention from Information Science researchers. However, social media phenomena have influenced 
Information Science scholars in investigating information behaviour. For example, Bunce, Partridge, 
and Davis (2012) explored information experiences using social media during the 2011 Queensland 
floods and found four categories of information experience, specifically: monitoring information, 
community and communication, affirmation, and awareness. Moreover, social media applications 
connect human networks and make sharing information easier (Webber, 2013);;   it   also   provides   ‘a  
sense  of  place’  (Narayan et al., 2013).  
According to Bruns (2011), it is evident that social media is vital to modern emergency responses as 
its content is user-generated, and social communication is a driver behind a growing consumer 
participation in user-led content generation. Shaw, Burgess, Crawford, and Bruns (2013) found that 
58 Chapter 2:Literature review 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
sharing news, making sense, and saying thanks were the patterns of talk on Twitter during the 
Queensland floods in 2011. Narayan et al. (2013) point out that social media provides sense of place 
and Counts and Fisher (2010) emphasise that mobile spaces eliminate the number of participation 
limitations and hence are not bound to particular physical location. In addition, Boyd and Ellison 
(2007) highlight the issues explaining that social media provides temporal setting and allows 
individuals to build their own online communities within their networks. The literature also confirms 
that social media is not just simply a space for social networking but it is more likely to be as an 
information space, where individuals can function as information providers or producers (Boyd, 
2010b). However, very few studies have investigated the concept of information grounds in a virtual 
environment. This current research project aims to fill this research gap.  
Social media has not only influenced the transformation in the use of information within virtual 
environments but has also had an impact on social or professional networking. Schultz-Jones (2009) 
proposes that it is valuable for researchers across various disciplines to study how networks develop 
and change over time. Narayan et al. (2013) emphasise that Twitter also influences how information 
access contributes to network development. The social communication aids information access in 
social   networks   and   broadens   people’s   information   horizons   through   serendipitous   information  
discovery. According to Sonnenwald (1999), information horizons consist of various information 
resources, are determined socially and individually, and may be conceptualised as densely populated 
solution spaces. Thus, social media plays an important role as a place in cyberspace. 
2.6.3. Information organisation framework 
Bruce (2005) draws attention to the fact that the anticipated information need concept has been used 
to build and develop information collections for a community of users in library and information 
services. This anticipated information need concept is based on personal information collections, 
which is based on the principles of information organisation. Information organisation demonstrates 
how individuals organise the information they encounter in order to be able to retrieve the 
information for a future information need (Taylor, 2004).  
In the information age, individuals who are not information professionals use browser bookmarks and 
social book marking in order to organise and categorise their external information (Jones, Dumais, & 
Bruce, 2002). These approaches have transformed over time due to the social media phenomenon, 
where people have used social media applications for their information feeds to meet their 
information needs easily and more quickly (e.g. Twitter, Facebook) (Narayan, 2013). Social media 
technologies enable users to create their own personal information management and influences the 
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creation of personal learning networks (Weisgerber & Butler, 2011), yet simultaneously help them to 
keep up with changes in their respective fields.  
Narayan (2013) argues that the increasing customisation of goods and services available online and 
social media technologies has shown that the power of computer networks has given a powerful 
information organisational ability into the hands of ordinary information users. It is evident that the 
use of social media applications has a significant impact on information organisation for people who 
have no formal education or experience in information professions (Weisgerber & Butler, 2011). 
Labelling or tagging information items is one of the methods in implement personal information 
organisation. Users use keywords to identify and classify information that enables them to retrieve the 
information they saved or stored for future references (Lush, 2014). In Twitter, users use hashtag to 
emphasise  a  particular  word  or  keyword  that  make  the  information  or  ‘tweets’  easy  to  organise  and  
retrieve later. Small (2011) defines  a  hashtag  as  “a  keyword  assigned  to  information  that  describes  a  
tweet and aids in searching”  (p. 872). An abundance of information is available on Twitter and more 
keeps coming through every second. Thus hashtags are predominantly useful to organise information 
on Twitter to organise discussion or conversation based on topics or events.  
2.6.4. Incidental acquisition of information 
Williamson (1998) points  out   that  “incidental   information  acquisition”   is   seen  as   synonymous  with  
“accidental   information  discovery”.  This   implies   that  people   find   information unexpectedly as they 
engage  in  other  activities,  where  some  of  the  information  they  find  is  “information  they  did  not  know  
they   needed   until   they   heard   or   read   it”   (Williamson, 1998, p. 24). Erdelez (1997) used the term 
“information   encountering”   for   “memorable   experiences   of   accidental   discovery   of   useful   or  
interesting   information”   (Erdelez, 1997, p. 412). Recently, Workman, Fiszman, and Rindflesch 
(2014) found four important themes in the field of serendipitous knowledge discovery, specifically: 
iteration,  change  or  clarification,  a  seeker’s  prior  knowledge,  and  the  role  of  information  organisation  
and presentation. These identified themes play an important role in the serendipity of knowledge 
discovery just as much as they do in information seeking (Workman et al., 2014). 
Foster and Ford (2003) argue that serendipity is an unexpected information discovery while seeking 
information. Serendipity of information discovery commonly occurs while people interact or engage 
in physical face-to-face communication (Fisher, 2005). Wilson (1999) highlights that people 
frequently discover new information while monitoring their world in an attempt to keep them up to 
date. Discovering new information while monitoring their world is more likely to occur in a mobile-
based environment while people engage with and communicate with their community (Counts & 
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Fisher, 2010). Mobile-based environment is similar to microblogging but the significant difference is 
the availability and accessibility to information, which make the chances of serendipitous information 
encountering higher. Twitter is known as an information-rich space (McNely, 2009), and hence 
serendipitous of information discovery is more likely to occur and may influence IT professionals’ 
information behaviour on Twitter. 
Creating human networks and encountering information occur concurrently in the virtual environment 
(Eisenberg, Lin, Marino, and Karlova (2011). Twitter was originally developed for casual social 
communication rather than to spread and seek timely news (Eisenberg et al., 2011). Over time, 
Twitter has changed from being for personal use to being more used for professional purposes (e.g. 
networking, collaboration or knowledge sharing) (Power, 2015). Twitter enables users to stay 
connected to co-workers (Huberman, Romero, & Wu, 2009) and has significantly influenced 
serendipitous information seeking (Ostrander, 2008) and the serendipity of information encountering 
on Twitter, as the network is wider (Workman et al., 2014). .  
2.6.5. Information encountering framework 
Information encountering occurs when information receivers encounter useful information 
unintentionally from the information resources or sources. Information encountering occurs when 
“one   is   looking   for   information   related   to  one   topic  and   finds   information   relating   to   another  one”  
(Erdelez, 1999, p. 25).   It   is  not   limited   to  purposive   information  seeking  but  “it  can  occur  upon   [a  
person]  bumping  into  [unexpected]  information  while  carrying  on  a  routine  activity”  (Erdelez, 1999, 
p. 25). Erdelez (1999) argues the such encountered information may not only be important to them 
only but often the information may be relevant to others also – friends, relatives, and colleagues, or 
people in the closest environment (e.g. families and close friends). Often, this leads to the person 
sharing the information with others in what is known as lay information mediary behaviour (or 
LIMB) as described in Section 2.6.6. 
Information encountering is a series of episodes that information users experience while seeking the 
information they need (Erdelez, 2004). Erdelez (2004) has proposed that a typical information 
encountering episode consists of the following functional elements, as shown in the Figure 2.3: 
1. Noticing – the perception of encountered information. 
2. Stopping – the interruption of the initial information seeking activity. 
3. Examining – the assessment of usefulness of the encountered information. 
4. Capturing – the extraction and saving of the encountered information for future use.  
5. Returning – the reconnection with the initial information seeking task. 
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Figure 2-3 Information encountering framework (Erdelez, 2004, p. 1016). 
Erdelez (2004) emphasised that an individual’s  experience  of  the  information  they  encounter  and  the  
information environment are varied but the processes they encounter are similar. Her findings show 
that both user capability and the information environment influence information encountering on the 
Internet.   She   states   that   (1)   information   users’   capability   to   encounter   information   relates   to   their 
respective level of sensitivity to the information environment; and that (2) information encountering 
is a habitual activity adjusted to the unique characteristics of each information environment (Erdelez, 
2000, p. 363). 
Throughout the information encountering processes, information users will encounter information 
that  they  did  not  expect  to  discover.  This  is  also  known  as  “serendipity  of  information seeking”.  It  is  
evident that information encountering triggers the serendipity of information seeking or discovery on 
mobile technologies (Counts & Fisher, 2010), the Internet, and the social media environment 
(Narayan et al., 2013). Fisher et al. (2004) agrees that serendipity of information seeking is a 
predominant behaviour that occurs when people encounter information – intentionally or 
unintentionally – while looking for specific information on the Internet, arranging face-to-face 
meetings (Fisher & Naumer, 2006) or when using mobile technology (Counts & Fisher, 2010).  
Information encountering influences the ways in which people develop and maintain their networks. 
Fisher et al. (2004) and Fisher (2006) have shown that information encounters in physical information 
grounds often lead to serendipity of information discovery but the restriction in accessing information 
and the availability of information also has impact on information sharing. Counts and Fisher (2010) 
also discovered that serendipity of information sharing predominantly occurs in mobile environments 
but it is limited to a certain number of people who can access the information. With Twitter having a 
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broader access and less restriction, it is expected that this study will see more information discovery 
occurring on Twitter.  
2.6.6. Lay information mediary behaviour (LIMB) 
Abrahamson and Fisher (2007) define  a  lay  information  mediary  as  a  person  “who  seeks  information  
in a non-professional or informal capacity on behalf (or because) of others without necessarily being 
asked to do so, or engaging in follow-up”.  Previously,   the  term  lay  information  mediary referred to 
information seekers who were gatekeepers, proxies, information-acquirers-and-sharers, and 
‘information  encounterers’  respectively  (Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007). These entities are sufficiently 
related to lay information mediary behaviour as one broad type of information seeker in terms of their 
orientation towards information seeking on behalf of, or sharing information with others 
(Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007). 
In the digital age, information encountering occurs while people monitor discussion lists and their 
Twitter feeds, browse blogs and websites, and surf the web. It is evident that the digital world 
provides an anonymous space for information and socialisation, which increases the occurrence of lay 
information mediaries (Webber, 2013). Pettigrew, Durrance, and Unruh (2002) argue that lay 
information mediary behaviour fosters social cohesion because people are engaged with other people 
and are socially connected and aware of the information needs or interests of those around them. 
These connected individuals may be particularly helpful in communities considered to be 
‘information   poor’   (Pettigrew et al., 2002), and hence influence the success of communities of 
practice. Twitter is a multifocal, immediate, and connective mobile application that has a significant 
impact on the development of professional networking and information sharing (Torrente et al., 2012). 
This scenario has an impact on lay information mediaries within the Twitter sphere that make 
information dissemination and sharing to a specific group of people or individuals faster compared to 
traditional lay information mediaries.  
2.7. Experience perspectives in studying microblogging 
Experience is personal, felt only in the mind of the individual who has been engaged in any event, 
whether it is an emotional, physical, intellectual or even spiritual event (Pine & Gilmore, 1998). 
Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) state that there are three types of experience: 
1. Experience: constant stream of “self-talk”   that   happens   when   a   person interacts with 
products. For example, walking in a park, doing light housekeeping or using instant 
messaging systems 
Chapter 2:Literature review 63 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
2. An experience: a particular episode that is remembered with specific connotations (positive 
or negative) and having a distinct start and finish. An experience also influences individual 
behavioural and emotional change. For example, going on a roller coaster ride, watching a 
movie or discovering an online community of interest. 
3. Co-experience: an experience in a social context that is shared, interpreted and given meaning 
with others who are involved in social interaction. This experience creates meaning and 
emotion together from a particular topic or issue through product use. For example, 
interacting  with   others  with   a  museum   exhibit   or   commenting   on   a   friend’s   new   house   or 
playing a mobile messaging game with friends (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004, p. 263). 
All three types of experience described above are important to this study of how IT professionals 
experience social media. Of particular interest is the co-experience aspect as social media is generally 
an interactive environment. 
2.7.1. Co-experience 
Co-experience   is   “a   process   where   [people]   together   contribute   to   the   shared   experience   in   a  
reciprocal fashion, creating interpretations and meanings from their life context and allowing themes 
and  social  practices  to  evolve”  (Battarbee, 2003, p. 113). Battarbee (2003) stated that experience is an 
individual expression or reaction; however, it can also be something constructed in social interaction. 
Social interaction and co-experience are significant influences in mobile multimedia messaging 
(MMS) (Battarbee, 2003). Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) highlight that mediated communication 
channels enable co-experience, as they allow users to create, edit, share and view content with others.  
In the digital age, people use social media to share their day-to-day activities, allowing them to 
socialise and share their experience in the virtual environment, which influences the occurrence of co-
experience. Battarbee (2003) argued that co-experience is driven by individuals’ social needs of 
communication and to maintain their relationships in online spaces. Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) 
highlight   that   “co-experience reveals how the experiences an individual has and the interpretations 
that  are  made  of  them  are  influenced  by  the  physical  or  virtual  presence  of  others”  (p. 263). Forlizzi 
and Battarbee (2004) point out that co-experience in physical locations can take the form of 
interaction with others such as at a conference, whereas in virtual environments it can be things such 
as commenting   on   a   friend’s   conference   paper on Twitter or playing mobile/online games with 
friends. Mutual understanding and the context play a significant role in shaping the flow and 
construction of experience, especially when interacting and engaging with technology (Dourish, 
2004). Collectively, existing research provides evidence that co-experience in online environments 
influences creating and sharing experiences using mediated communication channels. 
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2.7.2. Information experience  
Information experience is defined as the way in which people experience or derive meaning when 
they engage with information in their everyday lives (Bruce, Davis, Hughes, Partridge, & Stoodley, 
2014). Bruce (2014) emphasised  that  the  idea  of  information  experience  goes  beyond  “how  they  make  
meaning from an objective entity identifiable as information, to consider what informs them and how 
they are informed, encompassing the many nuances of that experience within different cultures, 
communities  and  contexts”  (Bruce et al., 2014, p. 6).  
Shklovski, Palen, and Sutton (2008) investigated   people’s   information   seeking   practices   using  
information and communication technology during the Southern California wildfires in October 2007. 
They discovered that the creation of online community during disaster occurred by reconnecting with 
people who share their concern for the locale threatened   by   the   hazard.   People’s information 
experiences within social media during natural disasters are rich, complex and dynamic (Yates & 
Partridge, 2015). Yates and Partridge (2015) highlight that studying information experience provides 
valuable insights into the ways in which people relate to their information worlds. Existing research 
investigates  people’s information experience during disasters as well as in the context of information 
literacy, yet no research investigates professionals’ information experience while using social media.  
Propagation and re-use of information are also a part of the information experience on Twitter. 
Marwick and Boyd (2011) point out that tweets can be spread further when users repost tweets on 
their Twitter accounts, known  as  ‘retweeting’.  Retweeting  helps  introduce  content to new audiences 
and using @username to cite the original author acknowledges the person who spread the message 
(Boyd et al., 2010). Starbird, Palen, Hughes, and Vieweg (2010) found that public often re-used 
tweets by retweeting information during disaster influences the extent of new information about the 
flood threat of the 2009 Red River Valley flood threat in the United States and Canada. Retweeting 
brings together tweets and creates a valuable conversational infrastructure like actively commenting 
on tweets or acknowledging that  they’re  listening  (Boyd et al., 2010). This demonstrates that retweet 
behaviour makes the users part of the conversation, and part of the information experience.  
Harlan (2014) points out that the experience of creating and sharing information is conceptualised as 
a multifaceted phenomenon. Therefore, the ways in which information is experienced shapes 
individuals’   information   action   (or   information   behaviours)   and   these   actions   are   informed   by   the  
ways information was experienced (Harlan, 2014). For example, Lupton (2014) emphasised that 
creative arts such as music, arts, and dance are influenced by information as they are experienced in 
real time. Yates and Partridge (2015) discovered   that   people’s   information   experience   using   social  
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media during disaster is complex and dynamic, yet social media helps people to create and share 
information much easier and faster. Social media also helps professionals to form connections with 
people, ideas, and knowledge (Howlett, 2011). Howlett (2011) emphasises that social networking 
tools enable Library and Information Science (LIS) professionals to connect and to develop a 
Personal Learning Network (PLN). 
To date research into the use of social media during disaster and for informal communication has 
examined   a   diverse   range   of   foci.   However,   no   prior   studies   have   explored   IT   professionals’  
information experience microblogging for professional purposes as its research object.  
2.8. Research question 
Based on the discussion of   social   media   use   for   professional   purposes,   IT   professionals’   use   of  
Twitter, and the development of communities of practice in online spaces discussed in this chapter 
along with the human information behaviour concepts, the main research question this study will 
address is:   
How do IT professionals use microblogs? Specifically, 
1. What  are  IT  professionals’  information  behaviours  on  microblogs?  
2. What  are  IT  professionals’  information experiences of microblogs? 
3. How does this compare with existing frameworks of information behaviours in physical 
spaces?  
Currently, there is a gap in our understanding of how IT professionals use microblogging such as 
Twitter and this research study will provide empirical data and help understand this phenomenon 
through the analysis of the data.  
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2.9. Summary 
This literature review gives us an insight into the view of previous research studies in the area of 
online and social media communication. It identifies a gap in the literature wherein there are no 
empirical studies that have examined how IT professionals use microblogging for professional 
purposes. The literature review suggests that social media is a promising tool for professional 
purposes however it did not reveal any research studies that examine the use of microblogs for 
professional purposes. There are no studies that analyse, model, and predict the social interaction 
patterns between IT professionals or model the structure of these interactions. This study analyses the 
conversations between IT professionals and others so as to understand the architecture of interactions 
between social media users, specifically their experience of these interactions. 
This study also looks at how microblogging is perceived as online information grounds. Most of the 
literature focuses on microblogs as a useful tool for information sharing without examining the 
dynamics of the person-to-person interactions within social media. This study uses the information 
grounds theory as a conceptual framework and lens to explore how IT professionals experience 
microblogging  as  a  ‘place’.  The  information  grounds  theory  is  a  well-understood and validated theory 
that has been built upon previous research in physical spaces and mobile-based social networking. 
The theory proposes that information grounds are collective environments that consist of a people-
information-place triad, which fits in with what microblogging services facilitates. The key gap in our 
understanding   of   the  microblogging   phenomenon   is   the  manner   in  which   it   functions   as   a   ‘place’, 
despite this space (or cyberspace) being more of an analogy than a physical place, along with an 
understanding  of  how  it  is  “experienced”  by  its  participants.   
In the context of the research question, the literature review provided the details of the existing 
frameworks that are relevant to this study to explore the phenomenon being studied. The chapter 
identified key theories and models in information behaviour and social media by keeping the research 
question in mind. These identified key theories and models have significant influences in developing 
a model of information grounds. The emergent findings from this research were mapped with the 
components of the traditional information grounds and an inclusive online information grounds 
theory developed accordingly. Qualitative research methods were used to map the emergent findings 
to the information grounds theory and explore the implications of the same. The research design for 
this is explained in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 
This chapter covers the research method used in this study, the theoretical perspectives related to the 
methods used, the data collection protocols, and data analysis processes respectively. It reports on the 
data collection instruments used and the lessons learned from the pilot study that informed 
modifications of the research design. Also, participants are referred to using participant codes 
throughout the study. The data analysis phases are described, showing how the data was collected, 
prepared, and analysed in order to identify emergent constructs. These constructs are reported on in 
Chapter 4: Findings. This section of the study discusses the approach to data analysis, the selection 
process of the chosen methodology including the other methods that were examined before choosing 
grounded theory. 
3.1. Qualitative research methods 
Qualitative research is a method to gain an in-depth understanding of human behaviour and the 
reasons that are associated with such behaviour (Denzin, 2009). Traditionally, researchers in social 
science have adopted this method but now researchers from across various disciplines are adopting 
this in order to gain a deeper insight into human-related phenomenon. Quantitative research is a 
systematic empirical study of social phenomena using statistical analysis, mathematical or numerical 
data or computational techniques (Denzin, 2009). The main objective of quantitative research is to 
develop and use mathematical simulations, theories and/or hypotheses relating to phenomena that are 
under study. The difference between these two methods is not just the sample size, data collection, 
and the data analysis, but also the ultimate outcome at the end of the research.  
In qualitative study, the sample size is less important, whereas quantitative research uses a large 
number of respondents to represent the population of interest, whereas smaller sample size and in situ 
observations and interviews are often used as data collection methods for qualitative method. 
Quantitative research, on the other hand, employs a structured approached such as questionnaires or 
experiments. In terms of data analysis approaches, qualitative research is not restricted to statistical 
techniques, which provides room for the researcher to critically think of the best practices that they 
can employ to deliver the outcomes. The findings are not conclusive and cannot be used for 
generalisation. Quantitative research methods produces statistical data that is usually in the form of 
tabulations and the findings are conclusive rather than descriptive in nature. Quantitative research is 
often used for theory testing (hypothesis) whereas qualitative research helps in theory building 
through asking research questions. 
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This   study   aims   to   develop   a   theory   and   understanding   of   IT   professionals’   online   information  
behaviours as well as their experiences of using Twitter for professional reasons. Branthwaite and 
Patterson (2011) show the power of qualitative research methods in studying social media phenomena. 
They studied consumer behaviours on social media in the context of product marketing and found that 
qualitative research: 
1. helps to understand the context and intention of what [IT professionals] tell us; 
2. is holistic in its understanding of [IT professionals] perceptions, motivations, and the 
underlying causes behind their actions [on social media platforms];  
3. reveal possibilities and ways of improving [online presence and to be acknowledged as 
experts in their respective IT fields];  
4. provides an overview and enduring impact [for self representing online]; and  
5. brings understanding by appreciating the background [of IT professionals] reactions and the 
underlying drivers [in using social media for their own initiative for professional contexts]. 
Qualitative methods can also help reveal social norms, appropriateness, or larger social concerns 
about technology (Marwick, 2013). The breadth and diversity of Twitter is worthy of further 
investigation as different user groups have different social norms and idioms of practice (Gershon, 
2010). Qualitative research allows the researcher to examine the practices of a particular user group, 
as it can go beyond tracking follower counts or hashtag-use to include many more sources of input 
about a specific community being studied. Qualitative research method is suitable for this study as it 
aims to examine IT professionals’ use and experience Twitter for professional purposes. In order to 
understand the way IT professionals use Twitter and how it influences their professional works, this 
study used the online observations (and downloaded Tweets) along with the interview approach. The 
online observations helped the researcher understand the IT professionals’ observable information 
behaviours in microblogging (see Section 3.3.7). The interview method was adopted to verify their 
non-observable experience of information and to create an in-depth understanding of how it impacts 
on their professional activities in online spaces. The data collected from this was analysed using 
constructive grounded theory (see Section 3.2.3) and this chosen research approach helps the 
researcher   to   answer   this   study’s   research questions in Chapter 2 (Section 2.8). The following 
subsections discus the selection process of the qualitative research method and explains the pros and 
cons of content analysis, discourse analysis, and grounded theory. It also clarifies the relevance and 
benefits of grounded theory as an approach for this particular research. 
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3.1.1. Content analysis 
Content analysis is a systematic analysis that consists of conceptual and relational analysis (Wilson, 
2011). Lasswell (1948) highlights  the  core  questions  of  content  analysis  that  are,  namely:  “Who  says  
what,  to  whom,  why,  to  what  extent  and  with  what  effect?”  Although  used  by  qualitative  researchers, 
Neuendorf (2002) emphasises that it is in effect a quantitative methodology, for it is:  
“A   summarising,   quantitative   analysis   of   messages   that   relies   on   the   scientific   method   (including  
attention to objectivity, intersubjectivity, a priori design, reliability, validity, generalisability, 
replicability, and hypothesis testing) and is not limited as to the types of variables that may be 
measured or the context in which the messages are created or presented.”  (Neuendorf, 2002, p. 10) 
In essence, content analysis is reductive, simplistic and difficult to connect to a theoretical framework 
as the researcher loses control to an automated content analysis program. Hence, this method was not 
the main approach used in this study although, to some extent, the analysis of the observed (and 
downloaded) Tweets analysis can be considered a type of content analysis but is more informed by 
the concepts and theories that concern this study. Moreover, the also study uses interviews which use 
a grounded theory approach to analysis. 
3.1.2. Discourse analysis 
Breakwell (2006) defines   discourse   analysis   as   “a   field   of   enquiry   that traces its roots to various 
domains”   (p. 368). Examples of discourse analysis are, namely: ethnomethodology, conversation 
analysis, and semiology. Coyle (2006) argues that discourse analysis is a social constructionist 
approach based on assumptions and possibilities. This study focuses on human interactions within the 
online social spaces and information exchanges within those spaces and aims to build a theoretical 
framework and map the emerging patterns to conventional information behaviours. Therefore, 
making assumptions is not the best approach in developing a framework since such assumptions may 
lead to a misunderstanding of the data. Breakwell (2006) has  also  stated  that  discourse  analysis  “does  
not   fit   within   a   unitary   framework”   because   it   is   “a   diverse   analytic”   method   that   is   based   on  
assumptions  as  well  as  “disciplinary  boundaries”  (p. 368) and is more suited to linguistic and political 
analysis. 
Discourse analysis is used for analysing various forms of data such as written or verbal 
communications, language use, and body language, but mainly to analyse conversations between 
people. There is no one definitive interpretation of discourse analysis but according to Potter (1997), 
“discourse   analysis   emphasizes   the   way versions of the world, of society, events, and inner 
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psychological  worlds  are  produced  in  discourse”.  Conversely,  Bryman (2012) draws attention to the 
fact that: 
“Language   is   depicted   in  discourse  analysis   as   constituting  or  producing   the   social  world;;   it   is   not  
simply a means of understanding that world, as it is in most quantitative and qualitative research 
methods.”  (Bryman, 2012, p. 528) 
In essence, discourse analysis is concerned with language, meanings, and intentions where the 
meaning of the text is never fixed and is open to interpretations in order to reveal power relationships. 
Therefore, it is not really suited to the purposes of this research study which hopes to gain an insight 
into the way in which IT professionals use social media rather than what IT professionals mean when 
they say something on social media. Hence, discourse analysis was not suitable for the specific 
purposes of this study. 
3.1.3. Grounded theory analysis 
Grounded Theory (GT) methodology is a theory-discovery methodology used to discern patterns and 
themes that emerge from the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Researchers can use this approach to 
develop new theories that is grounded in the data. The theories   are   ‘grounded’   in   the   data, but 
researchers add their own insight into why those experiences exist. In essence, grounded theory 
attempts to reach a theory or conceptual understanding through a step-wise, inductive process. This 
approach allows the researcher to discover their own framework and data analysis without requiring 
preconceived theoretical preconceptions (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2006). Manual reading, coding, and 
re-reading followed the grounded theory analysis so as to extract patterns from the Twitter data and 
interviews. This technique was performed by considering the information, place, and people context 
triad proposed by the information grounds theory, along with human information behaviours 
theories/models and the co-experience concept. The results that emerged from the grounded theory 
analysis were used to examine whether the emergent theory or model fits the conventional 
information behaviour theories and explored the implications of the same. 
3.2. Appropriateness of grounded theory in this study 
Grounded Theory (GT) is a method of theory discovery that requires great commitment and 
methodical procedures for data analysis (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2006). Sociologists Glaser and Strauss 
(1967) are the founders of this method and the method has been used in various research fields. 
Grounded theory method is useful in analysing semi-structured interviews, fieldwork observations, 
case study notes, and other textual documentation. It is also an important and useful approach in 
qualitative research especially for generating new theories. Typically, interview transcripts, 
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documentary sources, observations, and multiple data sources have been analysed using grounded 
theory (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2006). 
Henwood and Pidgeon (2006) state that there are three elements related to grounded theory that show 
the usefulness of this approach in qualitative research. Grounded theory helps scholars to identify 
significant patterns that emerge from various resources within the different time, space, and culturally 
bounded   settings   as  well   as   other   kinds   of   ‘social  worlds’.  This   research   used   online   observations 
from Twitter and the interviews with IT professionals and analysed them with an open mind without 
any preconceived notions. The naturalistic nature of the grounded theory method is useful in 
analysing textual data from blogs, microblogs, and interview transcripts. According to Henwood and 
Pidgeon (2006), grounded theory enables the interpretative analysis of various perspectives and 
viewpoints. Grounded theory helps the researcher analyse the complexity, fluidity, and multiplicity of 
meanings related to social context and settings. These further assist with conveying the micro-social 
environments, both symbolic and textual, that emerges from the categories and patterns (Henwood & 
Pidgeon, 2006). 
3.2.1. Justification of using grounded theory over other methods 
Grounded theory was chosen because of its flexibility and its openness in analysing data. In addition, 
it is conducive to analysing the tweets data from the online ethnographic observations undertaken in 
this study, especially compared to other methods of text analysis such as content analysis and 
discourse analysis. Grounded theory enables the researcher to extract patterns and categories from the 
data without any assumptions or interpretations by the researcher. The nature of online social media 
and   IT  professionals’  experience  provides  an  abundance  of   textual  data  and,  as   such,   the  grounded  
theory approach is more applicable for such a large corpus of rich text data. Glaser (2002) emphasises 
that  “all  is  data”  (p. 1), which is consistent with grounded theory in that it enables researchers to use 
raw data from various sources for theory building. 
The other approaches to text analysis are content analysis and discourse analysis, which were 
considered as potential approaches for this study but were found to be insufficient for the analysis of 
text data for the purposes of this research (see Section 3.1.1 and Section 3.1.2).  
Traditionally, grounded theory method does not require the researcher to develop a predetermined 
conceptual model or use an existing model or framework to be examined in the research process. The 
grounded theory method relies solely on the data gathered and hence assists the researcher to build a 
new theoretical framework rather than view the data through the lens of a specific predetermined 
theory (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2006). However, as this study is part of a doctoral research that requires 
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a literature review to be undertaken during the early stages of the research, it would be impossible for 
the   researcher   to   code   the   data  without   ‘knowing’   about   existing   theories, as already discussed in 
Chapter 3 (see Section 3.4.4).  
In order to address this dilemma, this research used a constructive grounded theory (CGT) (Charmaz, 
2006) that enables researchers to use a literature review before conducting the research but applying 
the literature after the analysis, after letting all patterns and theories emerge from the data without any 
preconceived limitations based on the literature. Strauss and Corbin (1998) argue that it is impossible 
for a researcher not to know the literature in their area. It is possible that even if the social media 
environment turns out to be incompatible with any theories in the existing literature, there may be 
other new frameworks that may emerge (see the discussion in Chapter 3, Section 3.4.4). Such new 
frameworks can emerge more easily with the use of a constructive grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) 
than with the use of content analysis, which only aims to map the data to predetermined theoretical 
frameworks. The grounded theory also aids serendipity in the discovery of theory. 
3.2.2. Performing grounded theory 
There are three types of grounded theory that have evolved since its inception, when it was originally 
developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967). In the 1960s, quantitative researchers 
described qualitative research as impressionistic, anecdotal, unsystematic, and biased. They replicated 
and verified the result from quantitative research studies by ignoring human problems. Also, the 
qualitative research questions did not fit well with positivistic research designs (Charmaz, 2006). 
Subsequently, Glaser and Strauss proposed that qualitative research had its own kind of rigor and 
presented   a   ‘grounded   theory’   (or   a   theory-discovery method that was grounded in the data) as a 
methodology   for   constructing  “theoretical   explanations  of   social  processes”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 5). 
The important elements of the original grounded theory were, specifically: 
1. The researcher is involved simultaneously in data collection and analysis 
2. Codes and categories are constructed from the data 
3. Constant comparison of data takes place during analysis 
4. Memo-writing is used to specify properties of categories and identify gaps 
5. Sampling is for the purpose of theory construction 
6. Literature review is undertaken after development of an independent analysis (Charmaz, 
2006, p. 6) 
In 1992, Glaser and Strauss parted ways and this split gave rise to two different approaches towards 
grounded theory. The differences arose over the issue of coding, particularly axial coding, in which a 
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category is used as an axis around which data relationships and properties are specified (Charmaz, 
2006). First, the methodology introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1967) stressed that researchers 
cannot anticipate the analysis processes or use the researcher as an instrument, while Glaser did not 
agree with that perspective. According to Dey (2004): 
“Grounded   theory  began   life  as  an   innovative   if  rather   idiosyncratic  alternative   to  existing  research  
methodologies. Now in middle age (as it were) it has achieved the comfortable position of becoming a 
pervasive and well-established orthodoxy, attracting its own critics in turn. Like parents outgrown by 
their   children,   its  authors  have   suffered   the   indignity  of   being   ‘corrected’  by   their  offspring.” (Dey, 
2004, p. 80) 
Second, Glaser (1967) drew attention to the concept of “all   is  data”   (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 1), 
which allows a researcher to use raw data from various sources for theory building. However, Glaser 
(1998) did not agree with a systematic line of questioning in data collection and of using literature 
review as part of the analysis since he believed it could lead to preconceptions. Glaser (Glaser, 1998) 
argued that the use of a grounded theory approach means that the theory emerges naturally from the 
data  without  any  preconceptions,  with  the  belief  that  “we  are  all  grounded  theorists  about  our  daily  
life”   (Glaser, 1998, p. 33). In contrast, Strauss and Corbin (1998) developed a more objectivist 
approach to grounded theory. Their approach emphasised constant comparisons between data as well 
as between data and theory. They created systematic procedures for the methodology, which Glaser 
found too rigid (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
Later, Charmaz created a constructivist approach to grounded theory. Her focus was to reconcile 
grounded   theory’s   dual   origins   of   positivism   and   pragmatist philosophy (Charmaz, 2006). In her 
constructive approach, she considered the foundations from both paradigms but emphasised the 
pragmatist   view,   which   “assumes   a   situated   and   embodied   knowledge   producer”   rather   than   the  
positivist’s   assumption   of   “an   unbiased   observer”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 38). Charmaz (2006) also 
explained that the fundamental idea behind the research context to strengthen the theory:  
“I  argue   that  situating  grounded   theories   in   their  social,  historical,   local,  and   interactional  contexts  
strengthens them. Such situating permits making nuanced comparisons between studies. Subsequently 
these comparisons can result in more abstract – and, paradoxically – general theories.”   (Charmaz, 
2006, p. 180) 
The constructivist approach was chosen for this study because it accounts for the  observer’s  views  
and subjectivities in data collection and analysis. This approach allows flexibility for the researcher to 
collect and analyse the data systematically. This then enables the researcher to view the data from 
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various angles so as to allow the emergent findings to arise progressively. The main difference 
between the objectivist grounded theory and constructive grounded theory is that in the constructivist 
grounded theory, the   researcher   is   encouraged   to   act   as   something   of   a   ‘research   instrument’; 
specifically,  by  allowing  him  or  her  to  appear  as  a  ‘participant-experiencer’.  On twitter, this can take 
the form of the researcher reading and posting messages to the group, as either active or inactive 
participants, as long as the users of the forum know that one is a researcher. The following table has 
shown the differences and similarities that exist between the objectivist grounded theory and 
constructivist grounded theory in the context of epistemological and ontological shifts in the approach.  
Table 3.1 shows the comparison between the constructive grounded theory and objectivist grounded 
theory by demonstrating the transition of epistemological and ontological factors between Strauss and 
Corbin’s   objectivist   and Charmaz’s   constructivist   approach   to grounded   theory.   Charmaz’s  
constructivist grounded theory is more systematic and understandable for a new researcher to use. 
Although both grounded theory approaches focus on theory building, the significant difference 
between the objectivist and the constructive grounded theory is that constructive grounded theory 
allows the researcher to use the participants’   own   voice in the data analysis processes for the 
participant  provides  rich  data  to  examine  the  study’s  phenomenon. 
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Table 3.1 Objectivist & constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006, p. 138) 
Objectivist Grounded Theory Constructive Grounded Theory 
Foundational assumptions 
Assumes an external reality Assumes multiple realities 
Assumes discovery of data Assumes mutual construction of data through 
interaction  
Assumes conceptualisation emerges from data Assumes mutual construction of data through 
interaction 
Views representation of data as unproblematic Views representation of data as problematic, 
relativistic, situational, and partial 
Assumes the neutrality, passivity, and authority of the 
observer 
Assumes  the  observer’s  values,  priorities,  positions,  
and actions affect views. 
Objectives 
Aims for abstract conceptualisations that transcend 
historical and situational locations 
Aims for interpretive understanding of historically 
situated data 
Specifies variables Specifies range of variation 
Aims to create theory that fits, works, has relevance, and 
is modifiable (Glaser) 
Aims to create theory that has credibility, 
originality, resonance, and usefulness 
Implications for data analysis 
View data analysis as an objective process Acknowledges subjectivities throughout data 
analysis 
Sees emergent categories as forming the analysis Recognises that co-construction of data shapes 
analysis 
Gives   priority   to   researcher’s   analytic   categories   and  
voice 
Seek   and   (re)represents   participants’   views   and  
voices as integral to the analysis 
 
Charmaz (2006) emphasises that a constructivist approach enables the researcher to view the 
phenomenon  of  study  from  the  “shared  experiences  and  relationships  with  participants”  (p. 130) for 
both data collection and analysis. In contrast, the objectivist  grounded  theory  “attends  to  the  data  as  
real  in  and  of  themselves  and  does  not  attend  to  the  processes  of  their  production”  (Charmaz, 2006, p. 
130). That is not quite suitable for this study, as it restricts the researchers’ involvement in 
understanding the phenomenon of study. 
The constructivist approach is also flexible and easy to execute, as it only involves three main data 
analysis techniques – initial coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding. These techniques are 
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overlapping, as the researcher conducts the approaches until the data analysis reaches the acceptable 
point of saturation (Dick, 2005). Birks and Mills (2011) argue that grounded theory is categorical-
focused, meaning that the use of language ‘concept’,  ‘codes’,  and  ‘categories’  is   interchangeable  in  
that it basically demonstrates the same things (See Table 3.2). Birks and Mills (2011) also emphasise 
that, regardless of the choices of grounded theory approaches, category development is not the main 
issue. Rather, the most important factor is the ability to demonstrate the analysis process toward 
theory development. However, this study has adopted the constructive grounded theory, for it allows 
for flexibility in data collection and analysis. This approach was considered suitable for this study as 
it investigated as yet unexplored phenomena. The evidence presented was reflected both in the 
study’s   foundational   assumptions   as   well   as   in   implications   for   data   analysis;;   for   example,   the  
researcher’s   construction   of   categories   and   the   acknowledgment   of   contextualization and 
subjectivities during data analysis. 
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Table 3.2 Map of conceptual terminology (Birks & Mills, 2011, p. 90) 
Concept 
 Codes Categories Properties and 
dimensions 
Core category Method of theoretical 
abstraction 
Glaser & Strauss 
(1967) 
Coding incidents Categories Properties Systematic 
substantive theory 
Common sociological 
perspective 
Glaser (1978) Open coding that moves to 
selective coding of incidents 
once the core variable is 
identified 
Categories which 
are interchangeably 
referred to as 
concepts 
Properties and 
typologies 
Core variable that 
explains a basic 
social process  
Theoretical codes 
Strauss (1987) Coding paradigm: conditions, 
interactions, strategies, tactics, 
and consequences. Open, 
axial, and selective coding 
Categories  Properties and 
dimensions 
Core category  
Strauss and 
Corbin (1990) 
Coding paradigm: cause, 
context, action/interactions, 
and consequences. Open, 
axial, and selective coding 
Categories and sub-
categories 
Properties and 
dimensions 
Core category is a 
central phenomenon 
Storyline and the conditonal 
matrix 
Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) 
Coding paradigm: conditions, 
action/interactions, and 
consequences. Open, axial, 
and selective coding 
Categories and sub-
categories 
Properties, 
dimensions, and 
coding for process 
Central category Storyline and the conditonal/ 
consequential matrix 
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Concept 
 Codes Categories  Properties and 
dimensions 
Core category Method of theoretical 
abstraction 
Clarke (2005) Codes Categories Seeking variation in 
the situation of 
enquiry through: 
situational maps, 
social worlds/ arena 
maps and positional 
maps 
Multiple possible 
social processes and 
sub-processes 
Situational maps, social 
worlds/arena maps, and 
positional discourse maps, 
and associated analyses 
Charmaz (2006) Initial, focused, and axial 
coding 
Categories Properties Theoretical concepts Theoretical codes 
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This study also used the interview method, which, in the constructivist grounded theory approach, is 
considered a reconstruction of an experience rather than an experience itself (Charmaz, 2006). Thus, 
constructivist grounded theorists see the representation of data – and, by extension, the analysis – as 
problematic, relativistic, situational, and partial. Whilst acknowledging this limitation, it is worth 
stating that the study also used the actual Tweets created by participants which was continuing and 
ongoing (a lived experience) and hence not necessarily just a reconstruction of their experience.  
Moreover, during the interview, interviewees were asked to have their Twitter accounts open in front 
of them so they could relate their answers – the reconstruction of their experience – to the evidence 
from the Tweets rather than just being a reconstruction of their experience;;  this  served  also  as  the  “co-
construction  of  data  analysis”  in  that  the  researcher’s analysis  was  informed  by  the  participant’s  own  
analysis of their Tweets. Furthermore, the interviews assisted the researcher to understand the 
participants’   ‘information   experience’   through   their   own   perspectives   and   to   distinguish   the  
information behaviour that refers to the objective and observable actions of the participants as 
revealed through their Tweets. 
3.2.3. Suitability of constructivist grounded theory for this study 
A constructivist grounded theory was the best methodological choice for this current study because it 
is an inductive research approach and it is suitable for field research. The strength of such an 
approach  is  that  allows  the  researcher  to  observe  and  interpret  of  the  IT  professionals’  experience  of  
use of Twitter for professional purposes. The main objective of this study was to develop a theory of 
online information grounds that is essential to identify the new emergent patterns and themes from the 
data. Grounded theory focuses on theory development and it is an exploratory research method, 
which allows the researchers to acts a participant-experiencer or participant-observer to understand 
the  norms  of  the  phenomena  of  the  study’s  undertaking  that  made  it  a  good  fit  for  this  study.   
In addition, the constructivist grounded theory was a better choice than others because it is effective 
approach to study unexplored phenomena and its flexibility has helped the researcher to discover and 
understand the study topic (Charmaz, 2006). The study aimed to   understand   the   IT   professionals’  
experience of information behaviours on Twitter, for which the use of voices of the participants 
influenced theory development. Consequently, the use of grounded theory meant that the study was 
open to unexpected findings and different points of view. 
The flexibility that constructivist grounded theory offers helped the researcher to collect and analyse 
data systematically, with fewer restrictions. Twitter phenomena are still understudied, and a grounded 
theory approach enabled the researcher to create a research design that can reflect the phenomena 
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within existing knowledge. Thus, it helped the researcher to conduct data collection that was open to 
the discovery of new knowledge and to the development of a new theory. For example, established 
ideas about Twitter acting as an information ground were taken into account in the research design of 
the study to understand the way IT professionals experience Twitter for professional purposes. Hence, 
online observation and semi-structured interview were used for data collection to explore this 
phenomenon. 
Online   observation   was   used   to   distinguish   the   ‘information   behaviours’   (the   objective   and  
observable  actions)  by  observing  the  participants’  Twitter  activities,  whereas  interviews were used to 
understand  the  participants’  ‘information  experience’  through  their  own  individual  perspective.  Semi-
structured   interview   questions   were   used   to   gather   the   participants’   perspectives   about   their  
experience of using Twitter and to explore the important aspects that contributed to the success of 
using Twitter professionally. However, although the grounded theory was suitable for an exploratory 
research, the place of the literature review was an ongoing challenge for the researcher to avoid 
preconceived theories of hypothesis in the stage of data collection and data analysis, as discussed in 
Chapter 3 (Section 3.4.4). This process to the literature fitted well with constructive grounded theory, 
which Charmaz (2006) emphasises that the use of literature review referred to as the interactivity of 
the grounded theory method: 
“Your  grounded   theory   journey  relies  on interaction – emanating from your worldview, standpoints, 
and situations, arising in the research sites, developing between you and your data, emerging with 
your ideas, then returning back to the field – or another field, and moving on to conversations with 
your discipline and substantive fields.”  (Charmaz, 2006, p. 179) 
The most important theoretical frameworks in the literature review for this study were information 
grounds theory, which suggests that microblogging is perceived as information grounds. The 
researcher was conscious of avoiding any preconceived idea or theories at the beginning of the study, 
so, the researcher used the theory and other relevant theories that came across throughout the study 
after the fact to enable the emergent findings and ultimately, a new grounded theory to rise 
organically. 
3.3.  Data collection 
This section discusses various aspects of data collection including: pilot study, participant recruitment 
and selection, observation, interview, and issues related to data collection and interactions with 
subjects. This study comprised several components, which are summarised in Figure 3.1 below. 
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Figure 3-1 Research process. 
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3.3.1. Pilot study 
A pilot study is a small-scale preliminary study to test the feasibility of the research protocol 
in preparation for a larger scale study (Leon, Davis, & Kraemer, 2011). A pilot study is one 
of the important stages in a research project that identifies insufficiencies in the research 
instruments and research approach prior to a larger study (Lancaster, Dodd, & Williamson, 
2004). Hassan, Schattner, and Mazza (2006) emphasise that doing a pilot study is essential 
and beneficial in providing the groundwork in a research project.  A pilot study was 
conducted on Twitter at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Australia from 1st 
July to 31st August 2013. In the pilot, a small-scale version of the online observation and 
interview protocol was tested, from the participant recruitment to data analysis. Two 
participants who agreed to participate in both online observations and interviews were 
recruited to establish the research aims and protocol as well as to determine the length of 
online observation or time period required to follow the participants on Twitter. This pilot 
also helped the researcher to fine-tune the interview questions and ensure that the clarity of 
the questions was achieved.  Online observation was conducted for one week, and each 
participant was interviewed after his or her tweets were analysed. The online observation was 
adapted to understand the norms and culture within Twitter and to study their online 
information behaviour. Interviews were conducted to test the proposed interview questions, 
and for its clarity and effectiveness in eliciting the experience of use of Twitter. The 
interview protocol was slightly adjusted in light of the pilot results, and interview questions 
were  tailored  to  the  individuals’  own  Twitter  activities. 
A significant change resulting from the pilot interviews was the broadening of the research 
scope from the use of Twitter for professional purposes to include connections with other 
social media. The need for this change became clear in view of the fact that the pilot 
participants referred extensively to the wider context of their experience of Twitter use as 
having a significant effect on their professional perspectives and on their behaviours on other 
social media. An investigation of their experience of using Twitter could allow them to talk 
about their broader experience and information behaviours. It was evident that a large frame 
of reference was needed in order to adequately represent their information experience. 
During the one-week observation, the researcher observed participants’  activities on Twitter 
to understand the culture and norms within the space. The purpose of the online observation 
was to map out the structure and content of their online social media interactions.  The online 
observation  also  helped  the  researcher  discern  the  ‘information  behaviours’  (the  objective  and  
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observable actions) of the participants. Some contest the reliability and credibility of declared 
online observations, which can be biased in term of data gathering; for example, the 
participants’   may/may   not   change   their   behaviour on Twitter after being approached to 
participate in this study on account of knowing that someone was watching them. This is also 
known as the observer effect or Hawthorne Effect where  participants’  may  either  reduce  their  
activities or increase their activities because they know they are being watched (Glaser, 1992). 
In this research, it can be argued that the participants would not have changed their behaviour 
significantly because the very nature of Twitter being a very public social media platform 
makes it so that users are always aware that their followers are watching them anyway. 
Besides the tweets and interviews reveal that they understand the public nature of Twitter and 
their participation in it. 
After one week of online observations, the participants’   tweets were downloaded and 
analysed to investigate their information behaviour activities and this data was used in 
making the interviews more informed and in-depth, where each participant were asked 
questions that were based on what they were sharing on Twitter. In the course of the pilot 
study it appeared that IT professionals were using Twitter quite heavily as a professional tool 
and it was surprising that they were not concerned about the trustworthiness of the 
information on Twitter as they trusted the sources of the information or the individuals they 
were following on Twitter.  This helped add questions about the validity and reliability of 
social media information. 
3.3.2. Pilot study outcomes 
The pilot study helped evaluate  this  study’s  research  design  and  data  collection  procedures.  Some  
modifications to the research design and the data collection procedures were made as a result of 
the pilot study: 
1. For the pilot, the researcher recruited two IT professionals who work in Business Process 
Management and Computer Sciences. The findings indicated that   a   person’s   length   of  
experience on Twitter had a significance impact on their information behaviours on Twitter. 
Therefore, to be eligible to participate in this study, it was determined that a participant must 
current use Twitter and must have been using it for minimum of 6 months prior to the study. 
This is in order to exclude those who were still on the learning curve of Twitter use.  
2. After conducting the pilot study, the interview questions were improvised and indirect 
questions were added to let the participants express their thoughts freely, which helped the 
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researcher to gain more insight; for example: Could you explain why you decided to first use 
Twitter? Can you tell me what is your experience of using physical spaces and online 
platforms for professional communication? 
3. This study adopted online observations   to   examine   the   participants’   information   behaviour  
and   interviews   to   understand   the   way   participants’   use   Twitter   for   professional   purposes.  
During the observation, the researcher monitoring the participant by looking their tweets, 
retweets, and @reply or conversations they have on Twitter. The researcher took notes during 
the observation and used them during the interview session to ask questions about the 
motivations and effects of certain tweets. This gave insight to the researcher to understand 
and  explore  the  participants’  information  world  in  online  spaces. 
4. At the beginning, the online observations were conducted by observing both the pilot participants 
during the same week, and hence there was no variety of information; the majority of tweets were 
about the Australian Elections that were underway at the time in 2013. Thus, the researcher changed 
the approached by following each participant for two weeks at different times over five months, 
although there was some overlap. After their tweets were analysed the participants were contacted to 
set an interview date and time. The interview questions for each participant were tailored to the 
activities or information they shared on Twitter. The researcher also took time to explain the 
research project before the interview. To assist the participants and overcome some initial 
problems encountered in the study procedures for data collection, the researcher had to ask 
probing questions to elicit the differences between participants’   physical and face-to-face 
communication and engagement on social media. 
 
3.3.3. Research Design 
 
After adjustments were made to the original research plan based on the pilot study, the 
following steps were adopted in the completion of the study. 
 
1. Participant selection 
The participants who met the selection criteria were recruited as discussed in Chapter 3 
(Section 3.3.4). The IT professionals who agreed to participate for both online observation 
and an interview were contacted via email. The researcher sent an invitation email briefly 
explaining the study and asking that participants sign the consent form prior to the study. The 
participants were observed for one week on Twitter to understand their   ‘information  
behaviours’  (the  objective  and  observable  actions) online, whereas the interviews were used 
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to   understand   the   participants’   ‘information   experience’   from   their   own   individual  
perspectives. After following the participants for one week, each participant was interviewed 
for approximately 30-60 minutes, some in person, and a few over Skype. 
2. Online ethnographic observation 
Online observation was selected   to   investigate   the   participants’   information   behaviour.  
Online observation enabled the researcher to follow the participants online and observe their 
behaviours and interactions on Twitter. Traditional ethnography requires the researcher to be 
part of the community they are studying, but now the approach has changed from watching 
people in offline settings to watching text and images on a computer screen (Garcia, Standlee, 
Bechkoff, & Cui, 2009), as discussed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.3.7). Table 3.3 explains the 
observation procedure for this study. 
Table 3.3 Observation protocol 
Observation protocol 
1. Send notification emails to participants who have agreed to participate in the research to 
inform them that the researcher has observed their activity within a specified timeframe. 
Inform the participants of the researcher’s Twitter ID, @bazilahtalip. 
2. Add the participants to the list feature on Twitter for easy viewing and monitoring the 
participants’  Twitter  feeds  include  tweets,  retweet,  and  @reply.   
3. After following the participants for 7 days (pilot)/ 14 days (actual data collection), 
download the participants’ Twitter feeds using the TinyTweet application, as discussed 
below. 
In the pilot, the online observation was conducted by observing each participant on the same 
seven consecutive days. The results showed that there was no diversity of information; all 
communication was about the Australian Election 2013. The impact on the preliminary 
findings, that is, the lack of diversity might have been because both participants were 
Australian and focussed on a topic of local interest at the time. Therefore, the researcher 
changed the approach in data collection process by following each participant for two weeks 
at different times to avoid any extraordinary events but some of the participants were 
followed  in  the  same  week.  The  participants’  tweets  were  downloaded  and  analysed  prior  to  
the interview session. 
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4. Qualitative Interviewing  
Interviews were conducted to understand the way the participants’   use Twitter for 
professional purposes from their own individual point of view to elicit rich data. The 
interview questions for each participant were tailored to the activities or information they 
shared on Twitter. The participants were asked to have their Twitter accounts open and online 
in front of them during the interview session to clarify their tweets and to understand the 
ways that they used Twitter. This study adopted a semi-structured interview, as it encouraged 
the participants to talk freely and share their experiences of using social media for both 
personal and professional purposes.  
The semi-structured interview helps the researcher to explore and understand the participants’ 
experience and opinions related to a particular research interest (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2009). Bernard (2000) suggests that a semi-structured interview is suitable to use 
in situations where the researcher does not have more than one chance to interview the study 
participants. The population of this study comprised of IT professionals who were busy and 
uninterested in becoming the centre of attention, so it was not always easy to approach and 
involve them in such research. Therefore, semi-structured interviews were chosen for data 
collection in order to make maximum use of the time they generously spared for the 
researcher. 
An interview protocol was developed to assist the researcher to conduct the interviews 
smoothly, as shown in Table 3.4. Charmaz (2006) emphasises that interviews can be guided 
“with well-planned open-ended   question”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 28) and can boost the 
researcher’s  confidence and focus on what the participant is saying. Interview protocol also 
helps the researcher to manage time effectively during the interview (Marschan-Piekkari & 
Welch, 2004). 
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Table 3.4 Interview protocol 
Interview protocol 
1. Welcome the participant and introduce oneself as the researcher 
2. Explain a brief overview of the research topic to the participant and encourage them to 
ask any questions about the research 
3. Inform the participant about recording the interview and ask them to sign a consent form. 
Ensure that the participant has also been reminded that they can withdraw from the study 
at any time of the interview. 
4. Let the participant know that all information will be treated confidentially and their 
identity will be anonymous. 
5. Start the interview by providing an introduction to the research and research topic. 
6. Begin the interview by asking icebreaker questions and follow with the main question 
outline in Chapter 3 (Section 3.3.9). The researcher uses probing questions when 
appropriate and applicable. 
7. Ask participants to leave their Twitter feed active during the interview to probe questions 
for further discussion.  
8. Finish the interview by thanking the participant. 
 
This study adopted an intensive qualitative interviewing approach to guide the researcher in 
one-to-one semi-structured interviews with the participants. This interview technique allows 
the   researcher   to   explore   the   study’s   topic   in-depth with IT professionals who have had 
relevant experiences (Charmaz, 2006). The intensive interview helps the researcher to obtain 
accurate   information   and   clarification   on   the   study’s   topic   by   learning about the research 
participant’s  experience  and  reflection.  This  interview  technique  also  enables  the  researcher  
“to   shift   the   conversation  and   follow  hunches”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 26). The benefits of an 
intensive   qualitative   interviewing   approach   provide   guidance   to   improve   the   researcher’s  
interview skills. It also helps the researcher create informal conversations and a more 
engaging environment with research participants during the interview. 
Microblogs such as posts on Twitter are still unexplored phenomena. In order to understand 
such phenomena more closely, the interviews were guided by intensive qualitative 
interviewing approach and used an inquiry-based approach wherein the researcher probed and 
asked  questions   to  explore  participants’  answers   further   as  discussed   in  Chapter 3 (Section 
3.3.9). Conducting a pilot interview also helped to improve   the   researcher’s   interviewing 
skills and ability to ask appropriate probing questions. After conducting the pilot, the 
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interview questions were revised to ensure the relevance, clarity, simplicity, and unambiguity 
of the questions (Yaghmale, 2003). 
5. Approach to analysis 
The researcher began with two IT professionals by following them for one week to observe 
their information behaviour. Tweets from the participants were downloaded using the 
TinyTweet application, which was developed specifically for this study. A total of 197 tweets 
from the pilot study were manually analysed prior to individual interview sessions. Their 
tweets were coded, categorised, and constantly compared between data, and between codes, 
which enabled the findings from the data to emerge organically. Public posts on Twitter are 
now considered part of human history and the United States Library of Congress has recently 
decided to begin archiving Twitter feeds on a continuous basis – Library of Congress almost 
done archiving 170 billion tweets (Raymond & Pass, 2010) although they are not available 
for download directly. Fischer   and  Reuber’s   research   shows  how   the   use   of   actual  Tweets  
could help the researcher to verify the claims that may be made in the interview phase and 
understand   the   participants’   social   interactions   better   (Fischer & Reuber, 2011). The 
interview  questions  were  tailored  to  the  participants’  tweets  to  explore  the  reason  behind  what  
they tweeted or retweeted and how it is significant to their professional perspectives. 
Interview questions were analysed and compared with the findings that emerged from the 
Twitter data, which was aligned to a constructivist grounded theory approach to identify 
newly emergent findings. The suitability of using constructive grounded theory is discussed 
in Chapter 3 (Section 3.2.3). No difficulties were encountered during analysis. 
3.3.4. Participant sampling 
This study has focused on Information Technology (IT) professionals who use Twitter for 
professional purposes. The participants were practitioners, academics, government employees, and 
researchers. This study performed a background check for each individual who identified 
himself/herself as an IT professional on Twitter.  IT professionals in this study identified themselves 
as individuals who work in the IT fields or as IT support to the top management level in their 
respective organisations. However, this study did not investigate the validity of the content tweeted 
by participants. The criteria for selecting the population of this study were that the individuals 
introduced themselves on Twitter as IT professionals. 
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The selection criteria used were as follows: 
1. The participants must have used Twitter for a period at least 6 months for professional 
purposes.  
2. The participants must have tweeted something that is relevant to his/her research of interest 
or work related, i.e., participants whose accounts consisted exclusively of personal tweets 
were excluded. 
3. The participants must work in an IT or IT-related field and currently use Twitter for 
professional purposes more than for personal use. 
4. The participants must use her/his own personal Twitter account for professional purposes, 
i.e., participants who tweet exclusively on behalf of their organisations were excluded. 
 
To ensure the credibility and reliability of the data, the population was selected carefully. First, the 
researcher   examined   the   participants’   account   to   determine   whether   or   not   they   have   been   using  
Twitter for at least six months and tweeted or retweeted information relevant to his/her stated work 
area. For example, if the participant is working on information security, they may have shared 
information about new technology for security or they may have a conversation about that on Twitter. 
Second, the researcher checked  each  participant’s  timeline  to  ensure  they  shared  information  related  
to his/her work more than they shared personal information. Sometimes, these participants shared 
information about entertainment news or current affairs or weather or sports along with some 
personal context but they were not excluded. Third, the researcher contacted participants who agreed 
to participate in this study to confirm their job title and determine whether or not they were working 
in an IT or IT-related field. However, this   study   did   not   authenticate   either   the   participants’   job  
designation and their job description because it was out of the scope of this research.   
The study used the snowball sampling method to find more participants who could participate in the 
study, as discussed in Chapter 1 (Section 1.3). First, the researcher contacted some known 
professionals in the field of information technology, library & information science, computer science, 
multimedia, and information systems on Twitter. Later, more participants were recruited through the 
initial contacts. The researcher also advertised the research on her personal social media platform, 
namely, Twitter and LinkedIn, thereby using electronic word-of-mouth processes. The researcher 
tweeted about this research on her Twitter account to recruit IT professionals worldwide. One 
example   of   update   status   on   Twitter   feeds   was   “I   am   doing   a   PhD   research   on   IT   professionals’  
experience of social  media.  If  you’re  interested  follow  me  on  Twitter  @bazilahtalip,  thank  you”.  The 
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researcher also used this status update on her LinkedIn account to promote this study to wider 
audience. 
In short, the researcher took six months to recruit participants because the researcher had to filter the 
potential participants to ensure they met the participant selection criteria. There were 27 people who 
responded   to   the   researcher’s   tweet,   and only 23 registered to participate. However, the researcher 
approached only 15 out 23 of potential participants. Eight participants were excluded from the study 
because their account consisted more of personal tweets than professional tweets. 
3.3.5. Participant demographic 
The participants were carefully selected to ensure the data collected was reliable. There were eleven 
participants in this interview study, two of whom also participated in the pilot study and as the 
interview protocol for the rest of the participants was adjusted based on their answers, it was decided 
to use their data as part of the data analysis also. The pilot study participants were included because 
they have given valuable insight in regards to their experience of use of Twitter for professional 
purposes. There was no major revision in the interview questions after the pilot study, which was why 
the data from the pilot study was useful and significantly influenced the overall findings. 
The participants were tagged with participant codes to ensure anonymity. Table 3.5 shows the socio-
demographics of the participants. This study defined an IT professional as any person who develops, 
manages, uses, interacts with, or works with information technologies in relation to their jobs or 
interests on a regular basis. That was why P4 – Librarian, P7-Lecturer (Information Science), P9 – 
CEO (Business Process Management Consultancy), P10 – Australian e-Health researcher & 
Information Ecology lecturer were included. 
Table 3.5 Participant demographic 
Participant ID Job title 
Participant 1 (P1) IT developer 
Participant 2 (P2) IT consultant & CEO 
Participant 3 (P3) IT researcher 
Participant 4 (P4) IT Librarian 
Participant 5 (P5) IT support manager 
Participant 6 (P6) IT security analyst 
Participant 7 (P7) IT Lecturer 
Participant 8 (P8) IT support officer & researcher 
Participant 9 (P9) CEO in Business Process Management 
Participant 10 (P10) Australian e-Health researcher & IT Lecturer 
Participant 11 (P11) Website malware analyst 
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To protect participant privacy and anonymity, the participants were allocated numbers and their 
tweets were paraphrased.  
A snowball sampling method was used to recruit participants, as discussed in Chapter 1 (Section 1.3). 
All  Twitter   feeds   from   the   participants  were   ‘followed’   for   two  weeks   and   the  data  were   analysed  
prior to the interview sessions. Fifteen participants from around the globe originally agreed to 
participate in this study; however, only eleven participants agreed to participate in both the 
observation and the interviews. Table 3.6 summarises the participant details: 
Table 3.6 Summary of the study's research participant 
 
Total recruited Gender Country of origin 
11 Male: 6 
Female: 5 
Australia: 8 
Malaysia: 2 
Italy: 1 
 
The research participants in this study are referred to as P1, P2 through to P11. The researcher has 
maintained the voice of the participants by quoting parts of their interviews verbatim as needed. The 
study  paraphrases  participants’  tweets  to  avoid  identity  disclosure  of  the  participants. However, great 
care was taken so that paraphrasing did not change the meaning of the actual tweets. McKechnie, 
Julien, Pecoskie, and Dixon (2006) argue that it is important for researchers to bring greater 
consciousness to construct and interpret the relationship between the researcher and participants 
through the writing and presentation processes (Birks & Mills, 2011). The researcher was mindful of 
these processes. 
The unit of analysis in this study was the observable behaviours of how the participants interact on 
Twitter, and their information experience as gathered through the interviews, and not the participants 
themselves or their demographics, apart from the fact that they were all IT professionals. Therefore, 
although   this   study  did   not   analyse   participants’   demographics,   their   demographics   are   reported   in  
Table 3.5 and Table 3.6 for transparency purposes. This was in line with the grounded theory method 
in which the unit of analysis refers to the incident and not the person or the research subject (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). 
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3.3.6. Social media environment: Twitter 
This study aims to explore the role social media plays in assisting IT professionals to develop 
information networks, share information, and sustain connections in virtual spaces. Social media tools 
have different functionalities. Twitter is a popular microblogging tool that has been used as a tool to 
promote cross-university student engagements and collaborative discussions (Farwell & Waters, 
2011) as well as encourage information sharing (Schirmer, 2011). It is the ability to reach out and 
interact with researchers effectively that makes Twitter such a powerful microblogging for 
communication and collaboration (Bosque, Leif, & Skarl, 2012).  
A careful selection of social media applications for professional use (Bosque et al., 2012), and 
publishing valuable information or their thoughts on social media (Pauleen & Yoong, 2001) is 
essential for professionals in order to be recognised professionally in virtual spaces. It is evident that 
each social media application has different functionalities that may or may not meet the IT 
professional’s  individual  needs.   
This study used Twitter for data collection to study online interaction of IT professionals. Twitter was 
selected for a number of reasons, including: its ability to create dynamic social interaction; it is less 
time-consuming; and it can augment other social media channels (Kreitzberg, 2009). Twitter is a 
microblogging platform that enables professionals to develop information networks, share 
information, and sustain connections easily. Twitter also helps professionals broadcast a link to their 
blog and send their tweets automatically to their other social media applications (Fischer & Reuber, 
2011).  
Twitter has been used for social media research in the recent past. For example, Schultz-Jones (2009) 
investigated the use of Twitter as a communication tool during disasters or emergencies, and Shaw, 
Burgess, Crawford, and Bruns (2013) discovered that sharing news, making sense of events, and 
saying thanks were patterns of talk prevalent on Twitter during the Queensland floods in 2011. While 
Twitter also provides a space for collaborative learning and research (Bunce et al., 2012), its 140-
character limit per message creates brevity of communication among collaborators (Miller, 2008). 
This constraint has influenced the creative and effective use of Twitter messages, and hence Jansen et 
al. (2009) posited that Twitter has become a powerful online word-of-mouth marketing tool.   
Other research approaches have been used in investigating social media phenomena. Mulatiningsih, 
Partridge, and Davis (2013) used surveys to explore the role of Twitter in the professional practice of 
Library and Information Science (LIS) professionals. Interviews are some of the most common data 
collection methods adopted in the study of information behaviour. One study used Twitter to 
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investigate information sharing/literacy (Bunce et al., 2012) and another used Twitter to study 
information experience during the same disaster (Yates & Partridge, 2014). Yet, limited research use 
Twitter data and interviews to understand the information behaviours and information experience on 
Twitter in the context of professional purposes.  
The concepts of information experience, information sharing, and information literacy have also had a 
significant impact on the marketing industry within the social media environment. Kim and Ko 
(2011) used data mining techniques to examine the impact of social media marketing on customer 
equity. Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan (2013) found that emotions and information diffusion in social 
media influence the sentiment of microblogs and sharing behaviour. The existing research has shown 
that Twitter is a useful application during disasters and a communication tool that is very adaptable 
for a variety of purposes such as marketing, education, and business. Twitter has also been widely 
used for research purposes to understand information behaviours in virtual environments. However, 
there is limited research that investigates the experience of using Twitter for professional purposes. 
This study aims to understand the experience of IT professionals who are currently using Twitter for 
professional reasons. It believes that the findings that emerged are unique, as they give new 
perspectives on experience and information behaviours on online spaces. 
3.3.7. Suitability of digital ethnography to this study 
A digital ethnography approach allows the researcher to use online observations to follow the 
participants online and observe their behaviours and interactions on social media. Traditional 
ethnography requires the researcher to be part of the community they are studying. Observation, field 
notes, and interviews are research instruments that have been widely used in order to understand 
participants’  beliefs,  culture,  and  individual  experiences.  According to Garcia et al. (2009), the nature 
of the ethnographer is such that they must be there to observe the beliefs, culture, and norms of 
participants that the researcher is studying. In the Internet age, an observation approach has changed 
from watching people in an offline setting to watching text and images on a computer screen (Garcia 
et al., 2009).  
Hine (2000) emphasises that digital ethnography refers to the practice of observing in a particular 
community in online spaces over a period of time. Traditional ethnography defines a field site as a 
space,  “the  stage  on  which  the  social  processes  under  study  take  place”  (Burrell, 2009, p. 182), such 
ethnography have also investigated community that is bounded in online   “places”   such   as   Second  
Life (Boellstorff, 2010). However, to study Twitter is still challenging because it is difficult for 
researchers to determine the boundary and the scope of the study, as it is a large public space. Burrell 
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(2009) proposed networked field site approach is an appropriate technique to reframe Twitter as one 
part   of   a   “network   composed   of   fixed   and   moving   points   including   spaces,   people,   and   objects”  
(Burrell, 2009, p. 189). Marwick (2013) adopted digital ethnography to investigate Twitter as one 
node in a network of field sites, which include other social media sites, in-person locations, and 
material objects. Here, she discovered that Twitter is rich site for analysis as it has various groups of 
users, multiple language communities, and a diversity of subcultures.  Marwick (2013) further 
suggests that Twitter can also be used as the primary place to observe interactions between people 
over a period of time. This approach is significant to this study as the aim of this study is to 
investigate microblogs as a place for professional purposes amongst IT professionals. 
Walstrom (2004) coined  the  term  ‘participant-experiencer’  instead  of  ‘participant-observer’  in  order  
to describe the researcher’s  role in studying online  support  groups.  The  ‘participant-experiencer’  term  
is useful because, in an online support group, there is no other way to enable the researcher to observe 
the members of the group directly (Walstrom, 2004). However, the researcher can be part of the 
community to experience the area that he/she is studying by reading and posting messages to the 
group as active or inactive participants so long as the users of the forum know that one is a researcher. 
The technologically mediated environments have helped the researcher to conduct research in online 
spaces, which allow the researcher to have direct contact with the social world where the participants 
in that social setting communicate through online behaviour (Garcia et al., 2009).  
In   1954,   Kenneth   Pike   coined   the   term   ‘emic’   and   ‘etic’   in   studying   phonemics   to   generalise   the  
studies of individual languages to universals covering all languages (Garcia et al., 2009). Emic 
portrays the features of a particular culture from inside the group, while etic refers to universal 
features to discuss observed cultural practices from outside the group (Pike, 1954). Emic and etic 
approaches  related  to  the  ethnographic  approach,  which  requires  ‘insider’  and  ‘outsider’  perspectives  
in order to understand social settings and culture norms.  Emic and etic approaches also help the 
researcher to understand theoretical sensitivity and sampling in grounded theory (Hoare, Buetow, 
Mills, & Francis, 2013). According to Hoare et al. (2013), emic and etic perspectives help the 
researcher  to  understand  the  social  setting,  as  it  is  influenced  by  an  individual’s  culture  and  subculture.  
It   appears   that   “embodied   and   disembodied   feelings”   (p. 720) of an individual   “sit   along   a  
philosophical  continuum  within  the  same  research  study”  (Hoare et al., 2013, p. 720).  
The ethnographic approach has changed over time and now includes digital ethnography, which has 
been used to study social media phenomena. Nowadays, the distinction between online and offline 
environments are becoming less useful, as these two spaces complement each other (Hoare et al., 
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2013). Garcia, Standlee, Bechkoff, and Cui (2009) proposes that digital ethnography is an evolution 
of ethnography in the digital age to study virtual environment as it enables researcher to study their 
selected  online  environment.  Digital  ethnography  allows  researchers  involvement  by    “watching  text  
and   images   on   a   computer   screen   rather   than   watching   people   in   offline   settings”   (p. 58) as the 
Internet   “still   provides   direct   contact   with   the   social   world   the   ethnographer   is   studying, since 
participants  in  that  setting  communicate  through  online  behavior”  (Garcia et al., 2009, p. 58). Thus, it 
is suitable for this current study as it enables the researcher to conduct online observation to 
understand the norms and information behaviour of IT professional who currently use Twitter by 
watching or observing the participants Twitter stream. 
3.3.8. Research Instrument 1: Online observations 
Online observation is a useful technique by which to understand the interaction of IT professionals in 
virtual spaces. Online observation is key to digital ethnography as it enables the researcher to study IT 
professionals’ information  behaviour  by  “watching  text  and  images  on  a  computer  screen  rather  than  
watching  people  in  offline  settings”  (Garcia et al., 2009, p. 58) in which the researcher watches the 
participants’ Twitter stream. It also allows the researcher to conduct the online observation 
systematically. Each of the participants and their activities on Twitter were followed for two weeks. 
Davis (2015) conducted two weeks of daily observations of stay-at-home-mothers who use social 
media in sharing their experience of being a mother. She discovered that two weeks observation 
helped her to understand how stay-at-home-mothers’  use social media on a daily basis (Davis, 2015).  
Online observations were conducted in order to get a broad  view  of  IT  professionals’  online  
interaction on Twitter. This online observation enabled the researcher to examine the social 
interactions and information flow of the participants. Online observations in the pilot study enabled 
the researcher to make decisions about how and what to observe as well as issues that may require 
attention. It is an inductive method where the researcher comes up with ideas from the data, which are 
then explored further in different contexts. Online observation helps the researcher to understand the 
phenomenon  of  and  the  “nuanced  aspects  of  use”  (p. 58) on the Internet and on social media (Garcia 
et al., 2009). The idea is that theories, hypotheses, and insights should emerge from the observation, 
so that they are grounded in the observed experience. This may involve a process of progressive 
focusing where the observer begins to sort out the peripheral from the central factors involved and 
directs his/her attention to looking at key contexts for the vital evidence (Garcia et al., 2009). A 
constructive grounded theory coding helped in this process. 
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This study used an online observation approach to identify IT professionals and study their online 
presence and interactions and two weeks’ observation   was   enough   to   examine   IT   professionals’  
information behaviour in online spaces. The researcher monitored the participants’ Twitter feeds for 
two weeks for each of the study’s  participant.  During  this  two-week period, the researcher monitored 
the participants tweets, retweet, and @ reply or conversation that was taking place. The researcher 
took note of the activities that occurred during that time to be used for interview. The researcher also 
spaced out the timeframes accordingly in order to avoid complication between participants while 
analysing the tweets. This is important because the researcher could monitor each participant with a 
fresh perspective and avoid any preconceived notions. The researcher aimed to understand the 
participants’   information   behaviour   and   the   way   they use information on Twitter. This technique 
helped the researcher to further investigate their use of Twitter for professional purposes during 
interviews and provided rich  data  for  this  study  from  the  participants’  point  of  view  rather  than  rely 
solely on the researcher’s interpretation or assumption in the way they use Twitter. 
The  researcher  obtained  consent  from  eleven  participants  prior  to  ‘following’  and  ‘downloading’  their  
interactions (Twitter data) in the online world for a set window of two weeks between 1st September 
2013 and 31st December 2013. Garcia et al. (2009) argue that online observations allows researchers 
to experience the day-to-day activities within the studied context and the perceived significance of 
connections between people, information and their social interactions online. This form of online 
observation is important in order to understand the interaction of IT professionals in online spaces. 
The researcher acts as participant experiencer more than as a participant observer, which enables the 
researcher to understand the nature of Twitter and the experience of using Twitter for professional 
reasons. The online observation also enables the researcher to engage and communicate with the 
participants if needed.  However, this researcher did not generally comment on participants’  Twitter 
streams for the sake of being seen or noticed, as the participants knew the researchers’ Twitter ID 
(@bazilahtalip) as they had been notified of it prior to data collection. The researcher preferred to 
demonstrate   the   thought  process,   consideration  and  engagement  with   the  participant’s   content. The 
researcher only engaged and communicated with them on Twitter if necessary.  
Participants’  tweets were downloaded with their permission. The researcher faced some challenges in 
downloading the tweets in the allocated timeframe for each participant. This difficulty occurred 
because the Twitter application program interface or API was always changing and also due to the 
limited number of tweets that could be downloaded. However, the researcher managed to download 
up to 3500 participant tweets using the TinyTweet application, which was developed by the research 
team specifically for this research. As a result, the findings from the online observations have 
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informed the researcher that the action and process of information behaviour of IT professionals have 
influenced the way the use Twitter for professional purposes. This online observation also helped the 
researcher to be able to elaborate and refine the emerging constructs to understand the phenomenon 
being studied. 
3.3.9. Research Instrument 2: Interviews 
Interviews have been widely used as the principal mechanism for data generation in grounded theory 
studies. It gives the researcher a different basis to understand participant experiences. According to 
Bryman (2012),   “questioning   allows interviewers to glean the ways in which research participants 
view  their  social  world  and  there  is  flexibility  in  the  conduct  of  the  interviews”   (p. 473). Interviews 
help the researcher get an in-depth  understanding  of   the  participants’  experiences   (Pham, Bruce, & 
Stoodley, 2005). The interviews followed a structured approach with a set number of questions and 
the  participants’  input  was  recorded  with their consent. Although the grounded theory interview can 
be structured or unstructured, it is dependent upon the researchers’ ability to engage with participants. 
This study used semi-structured interviews, which enabled flexibility for the researcher to ask 
questions and allowed participants to share their thoughts freely. The semi-structured interview 
remains an appropriate data collection instrument for grounded theory and a suitable means for 
studying   people’s   experience   of   use.   Later,   the   interviews were de-identified, anonymised, and 
transcribed. 
The researcher identified the first set of participants by following them for a period of two-weeks 
through online observation, and analysing their tweets prior to interviews. Subsequently, the 
researcher engaged in interviews and analysed the interviews data. Both sets of data were constantly 
compared to each other as well as to existing theory to look for any emergent patterns and for theory 
building. This process was repeated using a snowball sampling technique until a saturation point was 
reached. The participants were interviewed in order to explore more open, qualitative questions based 
on their interactions – these participants were interviewed one by one until saturation was reached 
based on grounded theory methods – in the grounded theory method, saturation is believed to be 
achieved when no new findings emerge from the data and one gets the same codes over and over 
again. 
The interview questions were based on comparing and contrasting the physical and online spaces 
based on the concepts from the information grounds theory, experience of use, and information 
behaviour. The aim was to examine the emergent patterns of information behaviour within online 
spaces. Prior to the interviews, the participants’ Tweets were downloaded and analysed to allow the 
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researcher to further investigate their experience of using Twitter for professional purposes from their 
own  individual  perspectives.  Since  the  observations  only  provide  ‘observable’  behaviours  and  not  the 
participants’  own  thinking  and  experience,  the interview method added an extra layer of richness to 
the data. 
The participants were interviewed in person or over Skype depending on their convenience and 
location. The interview questions were designed based on the initial analysis of the online observation 
data   and   tailored   to   the   individual’s   Twitter   activities.   Eleven   semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with IT professionals, including the two pilot participants and the data provided rich 
valuable insights for this study. All interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes, were audio recorded, 
and transcribed verbatim, and manually coded into data analysis. The average length of the interview 
was 30 minutes, which was recorded using either MP3 recorder or call recorder for Skype. In addition, 
follow up interviews were only conducted with some of the participants for verification and 
clarification purposes based on their previous interview. 
The interview questions were based on information-behaviour perspectives, comparing and 
contrasting the physical and online spaces based on the concepts from the information grounds theory 
and the experience of using Twitter for professional purposes. The interview protocol was discussed 
in Table 3.4 and the interview questions, along with their rationale are summarised in the following 
table (Table 3.7): 
Table 3.7 Interview questions 
Interview questions Purpose Expected Outcome  
Icebreaker questions 
1 How long have you been 
using Twitter? 
To  examine  the  individuals’  experience  
of using Twitter, and what first 
motivated them to use Twitter for 
professional purposes. 
This question assumed that the 
longer the participants used 
Twitter the more significant it was 
for this study, and hence this data 
was important. 
2 Who do you follow on 
Twitter? Why? 
To investigate responses to the concept 
of information grounds tied to 
community of practice on online spaces. 
A theoretical understanding of 
information grounds in 
microblogging and the way the 
participants created information 
grounds in online spaces. This 
question helped understand the 
difference between conventional 
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Interview questions Purpose Expected Outcome  
and virtual networks. 
3 Could you explain why 
you decided to first use 
Twitter? 
To understand the variation in the 
experience of use of Twitter from the 
start until to date. 
To understand the transition 
between traditional information 
grounds to online information 
grounds.   
In-depth interview 
4 How did you connect, 
interact, and share with 
people before social 
media? 
To examine communication practices To understand communication and 
engagement in general and how 
microblogging influences the way 
they connect with professionals.  
5 Can you tell me your 
experience of using 
physical locations for 
professional 
communication? And, 
your experience of online 
spaces for professional 
communication? Do you 
see a difference? 
To discover the differences and 
similarities between physical and online 
spaces, that may/may not influence 
professional communication. 
To reveal the similarities and 
differences between physical and 
online professional communication 
for IT professionals.  
6 How do you use the 
information you find on 
Twitter? 
To examine how social media facilitates 
information discovery and serendipitous 
information seeking, along with 
information use. 
To  understand  participants’  
information use. 
7 How do you validate the 
information (i.e. check 
authenticity of the 
resources and the veracity 
of the information)? 
To examine the notions of reliability, 
credibility, value, and usefulness of the 
information and information flow on 
online spaces. 
To understand how participants 
ensure the tweets they retweet or 
repost is true or verified.  
8 How useful is Twitter for 
you? Can you give me 
some examples? 
To investigate the functionality and 
reliability of Twitter for professional 
purposes. 
To understand the value of Twitter 
in professional communication. To 
understand how relates Twitter to 
the participants’ professional work. 
9 Can you give a recent 
example of why you 
decided to post something 
on Twitter? 
To investigate individual’s information 
behaviour within the space. 
x This question was designed to 
discover   individuals’   activity   on  
An understanding of the context of 
participants’  experience on 
Twitter.  
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Interview questions Purpose Expected Outcome  
Twitter based on their Twitter feeds. 
10 How do you use the 
features on Twitter? This 
will be done by exploring 
them one by one in the 
interview with the help of 
their Tweet streams open 
in front of them, exploring 
features such as hashtag, 
search, trending, direct 
message, and 
block/unblock people. 
To investigate the influence of Twitter’s 
functional features on participants’ 
activities within Twitter. 
To  understand  how  Twitter’s  
functions act as an affordance for 
the  participants’  goals.  
 
The goals for categories of interview questions were used to ensure the questions were aligned to the 
aims and objectives of this study as discussed in Chapter 1 (see Section 1.3.1). The interview 
questions were also used to verify   the   participants’   observable   information   behaviours   in   Twitter.  
Moreover, the interview data was used as evidence to support the findings from the Twitter data. This 
is because participant observation did not penetrate the chosen community with enough depth to 
adequately address the research question. However, the interviews provided rich data to understand 
the way participants experienced Twitter for professional purposes. 
During the interviews the participants were asked to keep open their Twitter stream in front of them. 
This technique enabled the researcher and the participant to elicit more examples and contextualise 
the answers to the questions. This method proved very positive in the understanding of how the 
participants use Twitter. To the best knowledge of the researcher, no other existing research adopts 
this technique in studying experience. As a result, the researcher found that interviewed subjects were 
excited to show what they tweeted and explained why they tweeted the information. Prior to the 
interview, the researcher already had a list of the interview subjects’ tweets to verify in order to 
understand their experience of information and action in creating or sharing information on Twitter. 
Although the researcher cannot observe the way online participants use Twitter, the researcher can 
still capture the way they use Twitter, as the aim was to understand their information experience and 
not user experience (e.g. usability). 
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3.4. Data analysis 
This section discusses the analysis procedures used in this study. 
3.4.1. Constructive grounded theory analysis process 
A total of 734 tweets from eleven participants were downloaded and analysed using a constructivist 
grounded theory approach. Their tweets were coded, categorised, and constantly compared between 
participants, and between codes, which enabled the findings from the data to emerge organically. The 
connection   between   tweets   and   participants’   information   behaviours   furnished   the   researcher   with  
resources to develop interview questions. The researcher used these questions to gain insight into the 
participants’   personal   experiences and to examine the extent to which they use Twitter for 
professional networking rather than just being a part of their job description (e.g. social media policy 
maker, social media manager, etc.). The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and manually coded 
by the researchers using the constructivist grounded theory approach; this process not only helped 
identify existing themes from the literature, but also discovered new emergent themes from the data 
until the emergent categories were saturated.  
Coding processes for this research was conducted manually; the researcher went through 734 tweets 
from participants and the 11 interview transcripts. The researcher did not use any automated text 
software in analysing the data. By way of this technique, the researcher read the data line-by-line and 
could see the emergent pattern easily, and even though it was time-consuming, the outcomes were 
satisfying. Using the manually coded data, the researcher also understood the phenomena clearly and 
reduced data redundancy.  In order to ensure the connections between the findings, the researcher 
used   the   ‘memoing   technique’   to   constantly   compare   between   various   points   of   data   as   well   as  
between the data and theory. Memoing is one of the ways to sort emergent codes and categories for 
constant  and  continuous  comparison  in  the  grounded  theory;;  this  method  helps  “theorising  write-up of 
ideas about substantive codes and their theoretically coded relationships as they emerge during coding, 
collecting and analysing data, and  during  memoing”   (Glaser, 1998, p. 177). The researcher utilised 
memoing to register ideas about the on-going study that might eventually pop up in the analysis, 
thereby not excluding any serendipitous emergence of theoretical connections. Constant comparisons 
in the grounded theory helped the researcher to generate categories, which resolved the main concern; 
inter-coder reliability was employed within the supervisory team to ensure the reliability and validity 
of the data. Intra-coder  reliability  assures  “the  consistent  manner  by  which  the  researcher  codes”  (Van 
Den Hoonaard, 2008, p. 446). The grounded theory procedures followed in this Twitter study are 
detailed below; they are based on the constructive grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006). 
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1. Initial and focused coding was conducted wherein the  researcher  read  the  11  participants’  tweets  
and interview transcripts to become familiar with the data. Next, the researcher coded the 
participants’   tweets   line-by-line and their interview transcripts were coded answer-by-answer. 
Then, the emergent findings were categorised and comparisons were constantly made between 
data and data as well as between data and theory. 
2. In the initial coding for Twitter, the researcher looked for indicators of categories of behaviours, 
named them, and colour-coded them on a spreadsheet. Interview transcripts were coded manually 
using Microsoft Word’s  highlighting  and  commenting functions,, and the researcher looked for 
new and emerging codes and categories to be compared for further analysis. 
3. Later, the general codes that emerged were compared with each other and crosschecked with the 
data before conducting a more focused coding. The identified codes were compared to find 
consistencies and differences. Consistencies between codes (similar meanings or pointing to a 
basic behaviour) revealed categories.  
4. After constant comparisons were made between data, the emergent categories were com-pared 
based on data and theory. This technique was conducted repeatedly until there were no new 
emergent  categories.  The  researcher  ‘memoed’  or  made  notes  on  the  comparisons  and  emerging  
categories. 
5. When no new codes emerged from the data, the category was considered saturated. The study 
followed the constructing grounded theory processes, step-by-step (Charmaz, 2006, p. 11), as 
illustrated in Figure 3.2. The procedure helped the researcher to further clarify the process in 
analysing the data using the constructing grounded theory techniques. This research used the 
Charmaz grounded theory approach, where fundamental importance was placed on the context of 
experience, but in keeping with the constructive approach it provided flexibility in data collection 
and analysis. 
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Figure 3-2 Constructive grounded theory process (Charmaz, 2006, p. 11). 
3.4.2. Main procedural steps of this study 
This study used grounded theory methodology because it enables the researcher to remain open to all 
possible theoretical understandings. This approach also allows the researcher to develop tentative 
interpretations about the data through the process of coding and the development of emergent 
categories (Wilson & Barn, 2012). The grounded theory process involves returning to the field to 
gather more data to check and refine major categories that have emerged from the study (Charmaz & 
Henwood, 2007). The constructivist grounded theory procedures in analysing the data consists of 
three main processes: initial coding, focused coding, and theoretical sampling. In addition, the three 
main processes involve early memo writing using focused codes, advanced memo writing, saturation 
and ordering memos to discover the argument (Charmaz, 2006). 
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3.4.2.1. Initial coding 
At the end of each data collection stage the Twitter data and interview transcripts were coded line-by-
line and answer-by-answer accordingly. Both data sets collected were manually coded using 
Microsoft Excel for Twitter in which the researcher used a colour-coding technique for categorisation, 
see (Figure 3.4). Also, the researcher used Microsoft Word to analyse the interview transcripts. This 
process,  known  as  “fracturing  the  data”,  examines  the  words  used  by  the  participants  to  describe  their  
experiences and the feelings, meanings and assumptions they attach to those experiences (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, p. 160). Throughout the initial coding process, the researcher constantly compared data 
with  data  in  which  the  researcher  practises  “theoretical  agnosticism”  (Henwood & Pidgeon, 2006, p. 
138). Theoretical agnosticism is the process in adopting an open, uncertain and critical stance towards 
the data and not the participants (Wilson & Barn, 2012). 
 
Figure 3-3 Example of initial coding for Twitter data. 
 
Figure 3-4 Colour coded approach in data analysis. 
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The researcher used gerund codes with words such as sharing, seeking, informing, looking, verifying, 
connecting, etc., that capture the researcher’s attention to build a sense of action into the coding from 
the start of the coding process. Charmaz (2006) advocates  Glaser’s  technique  of  coding  with  gerunds  
(using verbs as nouns) in order to understand what is happening and what the participants are actually 
doing. Charmaz (2006) also highlights the use of gerunds to build a sense of action into the coding 
from the start of the process. The researcher used line-by-line coding for Twitter data prior to 
interviews, which helped the researcher to understand the participants’ information behaviours on, see 
Figure 3.3.  
The researcher used a spreadsheet to complete the manual coding of Twitter data. A higher-level code 
was applied to each of the tweets initially in an open coding process.   For   example,   ‘sharing 
information related to new technology was   recoded   with   the   following   three   codes:   ‘retweeting 
information related to new technology from different sources’,  ‘sharing with a  closed  network’  and 
‘sharing with IT professionals’ group in   social  media’. Through this process, the list of codes and 
associated data references grew to 754, including duplicate initial codes (where the initial code was 
assigned to more than one category). There was some redundancy in comparing the codes so the 
researcher refined the master code list to reflect the updated codes and re-categorised the data 
accordingly with a closed coding process of grouping adjacent categories. As a result the codes were 
reduced to 15 categories. In addition, the outcomes from the initial coding were used to develop 
interview questions.  
At this point, it became clear that some of the codes were too general. This was a result of the code 
sorting having been conducted based solely on codes, and not on the data they were attached to. In 
comparing several codes, the researcher realised there were subtle differences between the codes, 
which had been lost in applying a more general coding. For example, ‘commenting on people tweets 
who have had similar experiences to their own’ was slightly different from ‘retweeting tweets of 
people who   have   had   similar   experiences’, but both of these had been assigned to the code 
‘information sharing’. The researcher was constantly comparing data between codes to identify the 
differences between codes and to begin to construct relationships between codes. 
Moreover, interviews were initially coded answer-by-answer to understand and verify the participants’ 
experience of Twitter for the professional reasons being described in the answer. Such a coding 
process  allowed  the  researcher  to  preserve  the  fluidity  of  the  participants’  experience,  to  remain  close  
to the data, and to enable the researcher to view the phenomena being studied from various 
perspectives. When all interview transcripts had been recoded, there were 6 groups containing 651 
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codes. The researcher cross-checked with Twitter data to make sure that the researcher had not 
missed any concepts. 
The researcher did not use pre-established initial coding from previous Twitter data and interviews as 
the researcher wanted to investigate each Twitter data and participant interview without preconceived 
notions. In fact, the researcher returned to the data once again later for focused coding. This 
predominantly occurred when the researcher used words that have similar meaning to describe the 
participant actions, such as the use of the words   “job   hunting”   or   “job   seeking”. Charmaz (2006) 
emphasises that the language used to describe the meaning on the data is very important in the coding 
process. Using different words in the coding process to show the properties of action has led to the 
development of a focused code in all of the collected data. 
In addition, the use of in vivo codes was effective in grounded theory, as it exposed the properties of 
an  individual’s  experiences.  In vivo codes are the language used by the participant to describe their 
experience. It is evident that the participants often used different words to describe the same process 
and each different word describes their action differently. For example, in one interview, in 
describing their connection transition before and after social media, the participant  referred  to  ‘chalk  
and   cheese’   and   ‘world   apart’– comparing (separating   ‘chalk   and   cheese’)   face-to-face and online 
connections and emphasising that their online connections are wider than face-to-face networks 
(‘world  apart’).  Exploring  the  differences in in vivo codes has helped the researcher to develop more 
focused codes and begin to categorise the data accurately. 
3.4.2.2. Focused coding 
After initial coding, Twitter data and interviews were coded in more detail. Charmaz (2006) 
emphasises that the coding processes focuses on the event being studied, in this case the observable 
behaviours of how the participants interact on Twitter. Codes were examined to understand how they 
related to one another, and similar codes were further explored in the data. In exploring similar codes 
the researcher asked what properties emerged from the data and what did the properties of the action 
tell  us  theoretically  about  the  IT  professionals’  information  behaviour  on  Twitter?  For  example,   the  
code of connecting with professionals appeared in multiple interviews, and by comparing the 
participants’   answers   the   properties   of   connecting   with   professionals, such as its relationship to 
serendipitous discovery of experts, was identified. 
Next, focused coding was conducted to discover where codes occur that may have been missed in the 
initial coding of early data. After the initial coding, the codes that had been identified throughout 
analysis, particularly the in vivo codes, were constantly compared throughout the Twitter data and 
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interview  transcripts  for  standardisation.  For  example,  if  at  one  time  the  researcher  used  the  code  ‘job  
hunting’  and  at  another  time  used  ‘job  seeking’,   then   the  researcher  chose  to  use  ‘job  seeking’  and  
made  a  note  that  ‘job  seeking’  includes  a  property  of  specificity.  This  allowed  the  researcher  to  return  
to previous Twitter data and interviews to recode them with standardised codes. Thus, the emergent 
areas of interest that had been initially missed were then coded and contributed to further analysis. 
Throughout the analysis and continued data collection, the researcher returned to previous interviews 
to see if there was data that mapped with any new codes that had emerged. This is known as a 
constant comparison process, which is a fundamental aspect in grounded theory analysis to ensure the 
theory building is grounded in collected data (Charmaz, 2006). The researcher followed this process 
with the Twitter data and each interview to identify codes that were similar, to explore how the 
different language exposed new properties of the action, to apply standardised codes to new Twitter 
data and interviews, to standardise codes that emerged in the latest Twitter data and interview, and 
then to return to older Twitter data and interviews. As a result, the 10 categories of information 
behaviour and information experience emerged. 
3.4.2.3. Theoretical memos 
Theoretical memos were used to analyse and capture new emergent codes, categories, and analytical 
ideas. Memo writing is a key component of grounded theory as it helps researchers to capture 
thoughts, compare and connect data, to develop questions and to identify directions to further 
investigate phenomenon that are being studied (Urquhart & Vaast, 2012, p. 127). Charmaz (2006) 
emphasises that memoing is important because  “it  prompts  you  to  analyse  your  data  and  codes  early  
in   the   research   process”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 72). As such memos are spontaneous and informal 
writing that enable the researcher to explore the development of data analysis. The researcher used 
hand written journal entries and brief notes typed on an iPhone to capture initial thoughts see 
Appendix B.  
It was challenging to categorise the memos in the analysis process as it occurred at different times and 
in different ways. Initial thoughts of data collection and data analysis that were recorded were 
examples of early theoretical memos as they represented early ideas and concepts that emerged in 
Twitter data and interviews. For example, after the first interview the researcher recorded a memo to 
follow up on the idea of professional networks, which is a key element in the findings. The process of 
memoing also enabled the categories and theories to emerge organically, as well as to develop the 
connections between them.     
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3.4.3. Theoretical Saturation  
Theoretical sampling is a technique used to achieve theoretical saturation. This approach 
distinguishes grounded theory from   other   approaches   in   qualitative   research,   as   it’s more than a 
coding method (Charmaz & Bryant, 2008). In grounded theory, simultaneous data collection and 
analysis is conducted until theoretical saturation is comprehended. The main concern with grounded 
theory   is   “when   to   stop   gathering   data   and   what   criteria   do   you   need”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 113). 
Saturation is reached when no new codes emerge and when the categories are saturated. Dey (2004) 
proposes that saturation is achieved when new data no longer generates new properties or theoretical 
insights of core categories. Saturation occurs when the data no longer has the ability to generate new 
ideas or the emerged data already provides evidence to support the conceptual ideas of the study 
(Charmaz, 2006). 
Davis (2015) emphasised that there is “no prescriptive sample size for grounded theory studies” as “it 
is impossible to predict when theoretical saturation will be achieved” (Davis, 2015, p. 57). In her own 
research,  she  “achieved  theoretical  saturation  with  11  participants  and  a  total  of  17  interviews” (Davis, 
2015, p. 57). In addition, various approaches in data collection can also have a significant influence 
on the sample size that is required to achieve theoretical saturation. The researcher knew that the data 
collection reached saturation when the researcher interviewed participant 9 (P9) but included two 
more participants just to be sure. It was also as an opportunity to explore the categories with the 
participants. It is important for the researcher to remain open in data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 
2006), but doing grounded theory often requires the researcher to go back and recode earlier data. The 
researcher coded interviews and Twitter data (tweets) numerous times in order to build conceptual 
categories around experiences of the use of Twitter for professional purposes. This research focuses 
on IT professionals who currently use Twitter for professional purposes; thus the findings of this 
study cannot be generalised to other social media but it can be modified based on the context of study. 
3.4.4. Role of the literature 
This section discusses the role of the relevant literature in grounded theory. Early-grounded theory 
prohibited the use of such literature prior to research undertakings to avoid assumptions and 
preconceptions in existing theories. Glaser (1998) highlights that reading the literature is not a part of 
grounded  theory  empowerment  and  that  the  research  should  “deliberately  avoid  a  literature  review  in  
the substantive  area  under  study  at   the  beginning  of   the   research”   (Glaser, 1998, p. 68) in order to 
begin the study with a  sense  of  “abstract  wonderment”. Glaser (1998) also emphasises that to develop 
a theory, the researcher should set aside the literature during data collection and only use it at the final 
stage of data analysis. 
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However, it is vital for a researcher to demonstrate theory development and its significance to the 
body of knowledge (Stern, 2007).   The   use   of   literature   helps   researchers   “to   integrate   existing  
literature on the substantive topic into their thinking as theoretical categories and frameworks 
stabilize”  (Locke, 2001, p. 122). The use of literature also helps the researcher to verify that the study 
has not already been undertaken elsewhere and that the research questions are still new. Dunne (2011) 
reveals the benefit of conducting literature in the early stages as follows: 
1. To ensure the study has not been conducted already 
2. To provide justification and clarification of a specific research method 
3. To help the research develop concepts and theoretical sensitivity 
Hence, for this study, the researcher conducted literature reviews in several broad categories as 
detailed in Chapter 2. The categories were: professionals’  use  of  social  media,  theoretical  frameworks 
related to social networks, online communities of practice, other aspects of social media, and 
theoretical frameworks related to information behaviours. The researcher first prepared a draft based 
on an initial literature review for the confirmation document before determining the methodologies 
for the study. Dunne (2011) points out that in PhD research, it is normal to have a multi-stage 
literature review. The initial literature review was revisited during data collection and data analysis. 
An additional review of the literature was conducted when the researcher had already repeatedly 
compared the Twitter data and interview data as well as the coding in the final stage of data analysis, 
and before discussing the findings. When the researcher came across similar findings to existing 
theoretical frameworks, these theories were incorporated back into the literature review as relevant to 
the topic. This constant comparison method is well aligned with grounded theory. 
3.4.5. Researcher as instrument 
Patton (2002) highlights  that  the  researcher  is  a  primary  instrument  in  data  analysis,  as  “in  qualitative  
inquiry,   the   researcher   is   the   instrument”   (p. 6). In this study, the researcher acts as a participant-
experiencer in studying information behaviours on Twitter and as an analytical instrument in data 
analysing. The observation approach is commonly used in the qualitative research as it helps the 
researcher to understand the norms of the phenomena being studied. Jones, Torres and Arminio 
(2006) emphasise that the researcher as instrument has prompted scholars to demonstrate the 
relationship between cause and effect in the research methodology, as it is a crucial element for 
qualitative research. Strauss (1987) argues that theory development involves an “intimate  relationship  
with the data, with researchers fully aware of themselves as instruments for developing that grounded 
theory”   (p. 6). It is vital for the researcher to understand and manage their relationship with the 
participants to avoid forcing the data. 
110 Chapter 3:Methodology 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
The   researcher   also   acts   as   analytical   instrument   in   data   analysing   to   maintain   the   “methodology  
restlessness”   (Richards & Morse, 2006, p. 61) that occurs when a researcher views the data from 
various angles and constantly compares the emergent findings until data saturation is reached. The 
researcher manually coded the data and employed a memoing technique to look for connections 
between the findings and to constantly compare data and theory. This constant comparison helped the 
researcher to generate categories that resolved the main concern. Both inter-coder and intra-coder 
reliability   was   employed   to   ensure   the   reliability   and   validity   of   the   data,   which   refers   “to   the  
consistent manner by  which  the  researcher  codes”  (Van Den Hoonaard, 2008, p. 446). Although this 
data analysis technique was time consuming, it enabled the researcher to understand the phenomena 
clearly and reduce data redundancy. 
3.4.6. Evaluating  the  study’s  model  of  online  information  grounds 
Charmaz (2006) highlights that in grounded theory it is vital to evaluate the proposed theory to 
demonstrate   “how   [the]   constructed   theory   renders   the   data”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 182). Research 
evaluation depends on the particular discipline, as different disciplines adhere to different standards 
of research evaluation (Charmaz, 2006). This study employed grounded theory research evaluation to 
ensure the resulting model met the criteria of grounded theory study in developing a model of online 
information grounds. The grounded theory research evaluation suggests that four main elements – 
credibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness – are essential to evaluate and validate the study 
model of online information grounds. Each of these criteria is significant for this study as was 
discussed in Chapter 5, section 5.3.2. Theory evaluation is important to demonstrate that a strong 
connection between originality and credibility will increase the resonance and usefulness of the model 
of online information grounds and will be subsequently be valuable for researchers to use in future 
research of online environments. 
3.5. Ethics clearance 
This study received ethical clearance on 16 July 2012 from the Queensland University of Technology, 
Research Ethics Committee and the ethics number was 1300000286. The study was classified as a 
low-risk research involving human participants.   
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3.6. Materials and costs 
The materials were used for this study as below: 
1. Skype was used to interview participants who geographically located. Skype was chosen 
because it enables the researcher to record the interview sessions of the participant. 
2. The face-to-face interview sessions were conducted in QUT, Garden Point campus, Brisbane. 
A digital voice and sound recorder was used to record the interview of the participant session.  
3. An iTunes application was used to transcribe the audio recorded and it is helped the 
researcher to capture the interview for data analysis. The researcher also used a personal 
laptop and the research data has been backed up on the university server. 
The participants were offered an AUD 25 gift card as honorarium to thank them for their time and 
effort. A transcriptionist transcribed 6 of 11 interview transcripts and the researcher transcribed 5 of 
11 interview transcripts. The researcher was able to minimize travel costs by using Skype software as 
4 of the 11 interviews were conducted virtually. 
3.7. Strengths and limitations of the study 
This study aimed to examine the way IT professional use of Twitter, especially as   a   “place”   for  
information grounds. Information grounds are temporal settings that allows people to engage and 
communicate in any physical locations facilitates information flow. There are three key elements that 
are essential in creating information grounds – place, people, and information. As detailed in the 
literature review, information grounds theory was developed based on the study of physical spaces, 
and no empirical research has investigated the dynamics of online information grounds. This study 
filled this research gap through the finding that information grounds in online spaces were not just 
about people, place, and information but that it involved individual experience that tied them together 
and influenced the dynamics of online information grounds. This finding aided the theoretical 
understanding of information grounds in online spaces. 
Counts and Fisher (2010) proposed that mobile-based social networking is perceived as online 
information grounds. They found that social coordination is vital in information sharing and that 
information flow initiates social interaction (Worrall, 2010). The findings were consistent with this 
current study. However, the significant difference was in information flow in online information 
grounds as this is potentially infinite and facilitates co-experience, which changes the dynamics of 
social interaction. Thus, information grounds theory provides a viable lens to study microblogging as 
a   “place”   for   information   grounds after the facts. The findings of this study helped the theoretical 
understanding of information grounds pertinent to information behaviour in online spaces. 
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The main limitation of this study is that it cannot study all social media experiences or all social 
media platforms, and similarly, it cannot study everyone who uses social media. That said, the 
delimitations that have been set around the scope of the study (namely, observed behaviours of IT 
professionals on social media and the information experience of social media as reported by IT 
professionals)  make  the  study’s  findings  valid  within  this  context.  However,  it  was  found  that  the  use  
of Twitter could assist the researcher in examining the information behaviours of IT professionals in 
an online information ground. In addition, it highlighted the significance of information experience on 
the way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes. 
3.8. Summary 
This chapter discussed the adoption of qualitative research methods to map the emergent findings to 
the information grounds theory and explored their implications. Online observations and interviews 
were used as research instruments in order to understand the Twitter phenomenon. Constructivist 
grounded theory techniques were used to analyse the data. This study also used existing information 
behaviours theories and concepts to map the data after the fact, so as to understand the difference 
between traditional and online information behaviours. 
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS 
4.1. Results  
This chapter presents an analysis of the data along with representative extracts from the interview 
transcripts and Twitter data. A constructivist grounded theory process was followed to produce the 
results reported in this chapter (see Chapter 3, Section 3.2.3). This chapter also discusses the 
constructs and the key findings that emerged from the investigation into the use of microblogs by IT 
professionals.  
The findings of this study demonstrate that Twitter provides a sense of belonging and a sense of place. 
Twitter enables IT professionals to create and establish their professional networks that impact on 
their information behaviours in the virtual environment. This study showed that the experience of 
information has influenced IT professionals’ information behaviour in the virtual environment. 
Information flow and social interaction in microblogging facilitates co-experience in which the 
individual experiences of information influence the way IT professionals use Twitter for professional 
purposes. The participants were more conscious in creating and sharing information within Twitter 
because it reflects their professional persona in online spaces. This is because they treated their 
connections on Twitter the same as their face-to-face connections established in physical information 
grounds.  
Ultimately, the findings also answered the main research question that microblogs are perceived as 
online information grounds and that the information experience on Twitter greatly influences the way 
IT professionals use it for professional purposes. The following section discusses in more detail the 
constructs that emerged, informed by evidence from tweets and the participants’ interview quotes.  
4.1.1. The unique characteristics of microblogging as virtual information grounds 
Microblogging sites such as Twitter are perceived as information grounds that provide a sense of 
place and sense of belonging thus enabling IT professionals to build their professional networks and 
create their own communities of practice. Microblogging also allows IT professionals to use it as a 
digital   backchannel   that   allows   the   “spontaneous   co-construction   of   digital   artefacts”   by involving 
note-taking, information sharing and real-time engagement in events, including conference 
presentations and social activities (Ross et al., 2012). Traditionally, information sharing is one of the 
main activities in physical information grounds, where it is limited and restricted to a certain number 
of people. This study found that the participants regularly attended conferences or professional 
networks, as the Participant 7 (P7) said in the interview: 
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I have always done a lot of like going to events and networking, you know, professional events and 
conferences and things like that. (P7) 
This was similar for the Participant 2 who attended professional events, in which he “just  shows at 
network events for networking”   (P2) and followed by Participant 4 (P4) who went to trainings, 
conferences, or library events for professional networking: 
“I guess we go to a lot of training sessions, we go to conferences, and we go to events, sort of library 
events, so you do meet people there.” (P4) 
They found that sometimes it was difficult to engage with people during professional events because 
the time maybe wasn’t right for making conversation. As Participant 4 (P4) stated in the interview: 
“Often   when   you   meet   people, you don’t   get   the   chance   to   talk even if you do see them. It’s   a 
professional event and it’s  not  the  right  place and you don’t  think  of  the  right  questions.”  (P4) 
In contrast, microblogging provides a sense of place that enables IT professionals to share their 
knowledge with a wider audience as  “I think when you have microblogs it [encourages] you to just say it 
out.”  (P4) Below is an example of tweets, wherein Participant 10 (P10) shared his perspectives within 
his area of expertise (tweets have been paraphrased for participant privacy): 
x A vision of bigdata in health is to find correlations and links between patients and population sets in 
anonymised data 
x Healthcare industry provides many systems & schemas that are highly nested & heterogeneous #xoxo 
#xxxx 
x In healthcare, much data is qualitative & is free text compared to quantitative: sparse, coarse, 
phenotype #xoxo #xxxx 
 
Microblogging allows the participant to create and engage with their communities of practice or 
professional  networks  “because you can sort of see  what’s  happening  in  a  lot  of  people’s  lives to some extent 
and [engage with them] professionally to some extent.” (P4) 
Participant 10 (P10) pointed out that, in his experience of attending conferences or networking events, 
communicating or engaging with many people was difficult. He used Twitter to post about the 
presenter or papers presented in real time at a conference and some of his tweets are as follows 
(tweets have been paraphrased for participant privacy): 
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x RT @Conference: @PresenterA is delivering his keynote at #xoxo http://t.co/kAIvSsrU3N 
x RT@Conference: now at #xoxo Efficient Top-K Retrieval with Signatures 
x RT @Conference: at last @PresenterA reveals the mystery of complex cost functions in accounting  
x RT @Conference: @PresenterA discusses various types of models for Interactive IR #xoxo between 
conceptual VS formal & mathematical 
x RT @Conference: @PresenterA keynote at #xoxo about Economic Models of Search 
x RT @Conference: @PresenterA and @PresenterB discuss the theory of information foraging at #xoxo 
 
As Participant 10 (P10) also indicated: 
“I go to a conference, you know, really over 3 or 4-days, I really can talk to maybe 20 different people. 
You know, although, you interact with hundreds of them, the real conversation is down to 20 people 
and the real message gets only to about 20.”  (P10) 
Twitter, however, has successfully helped overcame this limitation of physical information grounds: 
“I  find  that  [Twitter]  is  useful and it actually is quite a good way of networking with other people in 
the conference as well.”  (P4) 
This scenario demonstrates that social media (in particular microblogging) helped the participants to 
extend their professional connections as it can reach wider audiences. Over time, the use of 
microblogging has changed in that it is no longer primarily about sharing information or being present 
online; rather, the use of microblogging is more focused on the networks themselves that are built on 
the microblogging site. As the Participant 3 (P3) said in the interview: 
“I  started  the  Twitter  account  four  or  five  years  ago  as  a  way  to connect with professionals like in the 
BPM, and in the process, to follow-up their work and to share articles. I think in a couple of years I 
was using it actively to build these professional networks and connections to academics and industry 
departments.” (P3) 
This indicates that physical information grounds focus on information behaviours such as information 
seeking and information sharing.  Online information grounds focus on people and on creating 
connections and networks. In physical information grounds, IT professionals might meet at a place 
(such as a conference or seminar) where they already have an agenda or things to do. However, in 
online spaces such as Twitter, it is not required for them to be present all the time since they can catch 
up on what they have missed at anytime. As Participant 1 (P1) described: “Twitter  is  not  important  if  
you missed things, it’s just an option.” (P1) They can always trace back to the information they may 
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have missed and also easily contact their connections on Twitter. Thus, Twitter provides temporal 
settings that influence the way IT professionals’ use this medium as a place for communication.  
Microblogging provides temporal settings that are not limited to the Twitter stream or Twitter feeds 
but also includes hashtags. Participants’ use of hashtags did impact on broadcasting information to 
wider audiences. Some participants did not really understand the way hashtags work for 
disseminating information to wider audiences. As Participant 2 (P2) said in the interview, 
“It was confusing for me  to  begin  with  because  I  didn’t  understand  what [the  term]  “hashtag”  meant.  
If I want to go broader audiences, I use hashtag; sometimes it is the correct one and sometimes it is 
not and sometimes I create a new hashtag without thinking about it.”  (P2) 
Some participants used hashtags for emphasising a word that can be a keyword for their tweets thus 
enabling their tweets to be discovered. As Participant 6 (P6) pointed out, 
“I  use  hashtag   in   the sentence where I think that a particular word is worth emphasising so anyone 
who would like or who is interested in that particular word might see my tweet.”  (P6) 
The participants also pointed out that they use hashtags to promote their work “like  #xxxxxxx that I 
publish every week, I put a hashtag on it, but xxxx community created the hashtag. So, it means that 
other people who are interested in it can find those tweets.” (P1) 
The results indicate that information acts as a catalyst in microblogging sites rather than as a currency. 
This scenario occurs because Twitter enables the participants to use hashtags for a specific word or 
keyword to which people can go to retrieve particular information. In this way, the required 
information is directly available rather than having to look at an entire conversation or the 
conversation within that temporal setting or directly seeking the information. The following excerpt 
from the interview with Participant 4 illustrates how information acts as a catalyst in microblogging: 
“I will follow a hashtag and see what other people are saying. So I might retweet if I think what 
they’ve  said  is  good.”  (P4) 
“I’ve  experienced  the  benefits  of  putting  hashtags in that tweet and getting more followers because of 
that.”  (P3) 
The outcomes of this study demonstrate that Twitter provides a temporal setting as proposed by 
information grounds. However, one significant difference is that the temporal setting is not just a 
place; rather, in Twitter, the hashtag, embedded within a message, acts as a temporal setting, in that it 
is located in a specific time within a specific message but can be combined with messages with the 
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same hashtag to create a Twitter stream, story, or conversation around the topic of the hashtag. The 
fact that the information acts as a temporal anchor has had a significant influence on the development 
of professional networks. Gaining more followers substantially expands the professional networks of 
IT professionals as well as enhancing the general perception of being experts in their fields of 
expertise. Moreover, the information flows facilitate interaction between IT professionals face-to-face 
also, for Twitter enables connections that subsequently lead to the establishment of human networks. 
For   example,   if   I   tweet   about   a  person’s   talk  or   re-tweet their tweets, they might follow me or re-
tweet my tweets; hence it is not just a way of disseminating information to my followers, but also a 
way of making new networks. As Participant 4 (P4) said: “it actually is quite a good way of networking 
with other people in  the  conference  as  well.”  (P4) 
Over time, IT professionals develop their networks with experts who share valuable work-related 
information. The credibility of the information has a significant influence on their online presence and 
helps IT professionals to be acknowledged in their fields. As Participant 3 stated in the interview, 
“I’m  trying  to get a presence or a profile within Twitter.  I actively use it to connect with people and 
share information. If I  hadn’t  followed  a  few  people  or  gotten  a few followers per day or per week, I 
could use it a lot to actually try to boost up my networking.”  (P3) 
This study yielded interesting results indicating that IT professionals use microblogging sites for the 
purpose of establishing professional networks rather than just gathering or sharing information. 
Information sharing via microblogging occurs more dynamically compared to conventional 
information sharing. Participant 6 explained the reason behind the decision to follow experts on 
microblogging sites because of their knowledge: 
“Most of them I never met. I just follow [them] because of their work and their contribution.”  (P6) 
The findings highlight that microblogging is beneficial for networking and knowledge sharing. 
According to Participant 5: 
“Twitter is very popular with the library community and with the humanity community. So, it was a 
way to kind of keep in touch with people who I met at conferences.”  (P5) 
The networking that begins on microblogging sites remains intact and the relationships continue in a 
closed network platform to further the discussion due to issues of privacy and confidentiality. 
Participant 11 described this as follows: 
“The communication that we put on Twitter is more on the general information. But, if we need more 
information about the details, we will use direct message on Twitter or we will use Skype or email. 
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Then, we will continue the conversation using email because we   don’t  want that information to be 
published publicly on the Internet.”  (P11) 
In summary, the connection started by IT professionals on microblogging sites remains intact and the 
relationship is continued in a closed network platform and also endures in physical information 
grounds. Information grounds in microblogs overcome the restrictions that traditional information 
grounds encounter. Firstly, geographical limitations have a significant impact on the smoothness of 
information sharing in physical-based information grounds. Second, the restriction on the number of 
people who can gain access to information influences the success and effectiveness of communities of 
practice in mobile-based social networking. This can be attributed to microblogging being a public 
space that impacts on the way in which IT professionals further their conversation or collaboration 
within their own community of practice. Moreover, the results of this study provide fundamental 
understanding as to how Twitter is perceived as an online information ground and shows the 
differences and similarities between physical information grounds and online information grounds. 
This section answered the research question number 3 (see Chapter 2, Section 2.8). 
4.1.2. Microblogging as information streaming 
The participants engaged, communicated, sought and shared information via microblogging, and this 
can be classified as an information streaming application based on the nature of the tool itself. 
Microblogging enables users to find, share, communicate and use information freely and it is 
available at any time and is easy to access.  
“[Microblogging]   lets me be social and highly connected and really engaged with people and 
information without the same kind of energy drain that comes from doing things face-to-face. […]  I see 
most of the important content anyway will come to me through Twitter.”  (P7) 
Traditionally, information grounds focus on information sharing, where serendipitous information 
discovery predominantly occurs (Fisher & Naumer, 2006). In contrast, the information ground in 
microblogging is not only about information sharing, but also more about the creation of professional 
networks. As Participant 11 stated: 
“I  follow all the information security practitioners around the globe that they’ll  be  sharing  all  about  
malware on Twitter. If  those  stuff  I’ve seen before, I can just skip them, but if it’s  new  to  me,  I  can  just  
communicate back with them, asking for more information.”  (P11) 
In this digital age, microblogging has changed and transformed the way people communicate whether 
it is personal or professional related. The participants in the present study used Twitter as an ad-hoc 
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communication tool and any tweets they missed are traceable if needed, which does not require them 
to be present at all times on Twitter for information or for communication.  
“I  don’t  have a Twitter client running all the time. And I get [latest information], if somebody sends 
me a direct message or if they you know, retweet something, then my phone kind of makes a little noise. 
And I can also ignore that because it just means that so if I happen to have a spare moment, I can look 
at it but otherwise I could just ignore it.”  (P5) 
They can go to this information stream any time they want and be able to still get information in their 
area of interest. They can search the information that they interested in, look at the tweets just of the 
people they are interested in at the time, or simply look at trending topics. 
“I do not really care what I see because it so much. I just scroll to the top and see the default messages, 
and if I’m interested in anything in particular or like any trending topics, I just search. […]  I  might  
click on an interesting hashtag and from there other post comes up and also the trending topics.”  (P1) 
This shows that there are various ways for the participants to find the information they have missed 
on Twitter, as it does not require them to be present on Twitter all the time. As Participant 5 said in 
the interview, she accessed her Twitter account or viewed her Twitter feeds during breaks only: 
“  I  use  [Twitter]  during my lunch break or you know, in the morning when I wake up, so, I kind of 
control.”  (P5) 
Participant 1 pointed out that she also did not keep her Twitter apps open or access Twitter feeds 
continually except during her spare time. 
“I  don’t  have  my  Twitter  apps open. Reading the tweets might be I on bus stop or while watching TV 
or somewhere else or in the meetings or something I might quickly look what coming through that sort 
of  things  but  not  necessarily.”  (P1) 
The participants classified Twitter as an immediate tool because it allows the participants to quickly 
receive their information needs. As Participant 3 described: 
“I  like  Twitter  ‘cause  it’s  immediate. I  can  be  anywhere  and  I  don’t  need  to  think  deeply  about  my  post. 
It could just be a couple of words or a link to something or an observation. And, I can get it out of my 
system  quickly,  I  think.”  (P3) 
Microblogging  not  only  transformed  the  participants’  information  behaviours  but  also  influenced  their  
professional networking in the virtual environments. As Participant 8 said in the interview: 
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“I  have  found  this  particularly  when  you  go  to,  like  an  international  conference,  and  you  meet  people,  
that something like Twitter is a great space for being able to stay in touch with people and continue to 
follow them   and   keep   in   touch   with   what   they’re   doing, which, was really kind of hard to do [in 
physical  location].”  (P8) 
Participant 8 emphasised that microblogging is a good place to establish physical or face-to-face 
relationships in online spaces. 
“I  find [Twitter] is a quite good [communication tool], as you can build quite good relationships with 
people if you usually met them often face-to-face and then you continue that professional relationship 
online, if you are not physically in contact with each other all the time.”  (P8) 
This piece of evidence highlights that microblogging is a useful tool for resource seeking and 
information streaming for professional purposes. The following are some excerpts from Participant 
7’s tweets (tweets  have  been  paraphrased  for  participant  privacy):  
 
x If you need any advise on online shopping, I’m  happy  to  help  @PersonA 
x Also, if you want to outsource your Christmas  shopping,  I’m happy to help. #xoxo 
x Why   Do   Kids   Spend   All   Day   on   Social   Media?   Because   They’re   Not   Allowed   Out   of   the House 
http://t.co/suxKO4StRf via @PersonB 
 
The way they experience information in microblogging has a significant influence on their 
information behaviours. The participants ensure the information they have shared and the connection 
they have created or established on Twitter is vitally important, just like a face-to-face relationship. 
This is because the relationships they have on Twitter are beneficial in developing and establishing 
mutual professional networking. 
This study identified seven key elements that have an impact on the way IT professionals use Twitter 
for   professional   purposes.  The   participants’   experience   of   information   on  Twitter   has   a   significant  
influence on their information behaviours in online spaces. These seven key elements demonstrate the 
way microblogging acts as information streaming influences IT professionals’ use of Twitter.  
1. Microblogging is a great place for finding resources: IT professionals can ask for 
recommended books, new tools release, and ideas for developing new applications, and for 
crowdsourcing resources for their work. For example, “I use it more on collecting, other 
people’s  links  and   information that had been shared by others and communicate back with 
them for more information.”  (P11) 
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2. It helps individuals build a personal branding: It has helped IT professionals develop and 
establish their online professional presence and to be known as an expert in a particular area. 
For example, “it’s  a  good  way  to  kind  of  get in touch with the developer community as  well.”  
(P5) 
3. It enables partnerships with local or international organisations: It allowed IT professionals 
to organise community events regarding their work; directly or indirectly they develop and 
maintain communities of practice by themselves. For example, “I  use Twitter quite a lot as I 
build software for people from the humanity that have international collaborators.”  (P5) 
4. It allows individuals to communicate with experts in their field of interest: It has helped IT 
professionals find authors and researchers online and get connected. It is a great resource for 
professional development. For example, “this   is   not   about   just   putting   your   own   ID   on  
Twitter, it is actually engaging with people and I talked to number of different people in 
regards to generating business and lot of stuffs.”  (P2) 
5. It is a source for evaluation:  IT  professionals  can  share  resources  and  discuss  whether  it’s  a  
good or bad source of information, and share encouraging comments. IT professionals also 
share their own work for review or evaluation. As example, “I always add some kind of text 
that  says  you  know,  ‘this  is  ridiculous’  and  then,  tweet  it  or  but  in  general,  I try and add some 
kind of commentary to links before I tweet them so, if I read an article in sites an I want to 
tweet it, I’m  tweeting  it  because  there’s  some  aspect  of  it  I  found  interesting  so,  I’ll  mention  
that aspect in the tweet.”  (P7) 
6. It is a place for gathering real-world data: IT professionals can use microblogging sites to 
ask for data from their network, like opinions, locations and facts. For example, Participant 8 
used Twitter for research data collection, “I  decided  to  use Twitter because I'm doing some 
research.”   
7. Microblogging is a medium for asking for help and advice: IT professionals can use 
microblogging sites to find out if anyone has advice about technological issues, like when a 
new Apple product is released or how to solve malware attacks or fix bugs. For example, 
“something  in  the  news  or  there’s  like  a  new  Apple  product  released  or  something  like that, so I will 
search for that on Twitter or ask my colleagues [who] currently on Twitter”  (P5) 
Information on microblogging sites such as Twitter is various and dynamic, which meets the needs of 
all kinds of users. The information on microblogging sites will always be available as it is not 
possible to delete the information. However, it is still challenging for users to find the information 
that is relevant to what they need at the time they seek the information. As Participant 9 pointed out, 
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there is abundance information on Twitter, which requires the participant to dig deep to find the 
information they need. 
“The  quality  of  the  information  on  Twitter  is  still  there,  but  you  got to go looking a lot harder to find 
the good nuggets of information.”  (P9) 
The participant also stated that they often use the proper hashtags or keywords or trending topics for 
searching information they need on a topic of interest or to keep themselves up-to-date with latest 
information. As Participant 5 said in the interview: 
“I often do search using [hashtag], if there is something happening to see what other people are 
saying about that. I also look at the trending topic and I look at the discover tab as well to see kind of 
what  it’s  recommending  for  me.”  (P5) 
This situation demonstrates that online spaces for information grounds are rich, complex, and 
dynamic from various perspectives. The relevance of information is hard to determine or to know, 
especially as new information feeds take over and drown old information. For example, Participant 1 
only saw microblogs as a sporadic information source and not as a dependable one:  
“To  me,  [Twitter]  is  very  sporadic news source and so it is not something I must look at [all the time] 
but is something if I have  spare  5  minutes  to  look  at.”  (P1) 
The findings show that microblogging is perceived as an online information ground where 
information flows are unpredictable within the temporal settings. This study highlights that 
microblogging sites provide a sense of place and a sense of belonging in online spaces where 
information grounds occur dynamically and the information is infinite compared to physical 
information grounds. Information sharing is not the main activity; rather, the information flows 
initiate human networks. 
“I   think,  when   you  have social media, it makes me more say it out [person].   I  don’t   think   I’d  push  
myself as much because you  can  sort  of  see  what’s  happening  in  a  lot  of  people’s  lives to some extent 
or extent professional networking.”  (P4) 
This exploratory study found that online information grounds not just have the people, place and 
information trichotomy, but also involves information experiences. These experiences influence the 
way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes and make online spaces a better place for 
them professionally.  
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The outcomes of this study showed that microblogging sites such as Twitter is like a waterfall that 
enables the participants to dip in anytime they want and retrieve information easily. This study found 
that the lifecycle of information on microblogging sites is infinite and information is never lost, but 
stays like a latent seed, waiting to be activated again when someone retweets it. 
4.1.3. Microblogging as a test bed 
The participants know and understand the consequences of using social media for professional 
reasons. Participant 7 pointed out that they used many social media applications:  
“I have a professional blog […],   I   also   have   a   LinkedIn account   I   don’t   really   accept   requests   to  
connect  but  I  maintain  the  profile  and  I  don’t  really  do  anything  there.  […]  I’m  using  Facebook pretty 
much  because  I’m  collecting  data  in  there  for  my  PhD  and  I  just  don’t  really  like  Facebook.”  (P7) 
Same as Participant 3 who use various social media applications for variety of reasons; 
“I use Twitter differently than say I use Facebook or Linkedin. Whereas, Facebook, I use mainly for 
family  and  friends,  not  for  any  professional  or  networking  reasons.”  (P3) 
However, they used microblogging sites such as Twitter for professional purposes more than they use 
to connect for personal purposes. As Participant 5 and Participant 7 emphasise in the interview: 
“I  don’t  really  use  [Twitter]  for  personal  use. I use Facebook for personal use. So, I only use it for 
things that are related to stuff to engineering or my job really.”  (P5) 
I think my network is more honed in Twitter. It’s   the   right   network   for   me   to   be   connected 
professionally, whereas  Facebook  is  kind  of  bloated  with  people  from  school  and  I  don’t  really  have  
that kind of professional connection with or even necessarily  a  personal  connection.”  (P7) 
Participant 10 also shared the same experience as Participant 7, Participant 5, and Participant 3 that he 
preferred to use Twitter for professional purposes: 
“I   don’t   use   [Twitter] for personal. I only use it professionally. [...] And with Twitter, I decided to 
minimize the personal Twitter and just use it for work. Sometimes, obviously, I express my personal 
views but about work-related  issues.”  (P10) 
The findings of this study demonstrate that the participants separate their use of social media or 
microblogging, in particular Twitter for personal and professional purposes. Participant 11 pointed 
out that he has two Twitter accounts to separate between personal and professional use. 
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“After a few years of having a Twitter account, I started to come up with another private account, 
which is for personal use that is how I split my professional and personal tweets.”  (P11) 
Same as Participant 6 who has separate Twitter accounts for personal and professional. 
“I use Twitter for professional use. Actually I’ve  several  Twitter  accounts  but  the  one  @Participant  6 
is only for professional use and basically related to network and mainly like 90% of it is about 
information  security.”  (P6) 
However, sometimes they also shared something that is personal but in respect to their personal 
opinions that is related to their job or topic of interest professionally. 
“I   take   Twitter   for   me   more   professional,   I do some personal things that is expressing person 
preferences and personal opinions but would be like related to my profession, my research, or 
technical things.”  (P1) 
It is evident in their Twitter account, where they shared information that is related to their area of 
expertise, as follows (tweets  have  been  paraphrased  for  participant  privacy): 
x A python framework to transform natural language questions to queries in a database query language. 
https://t.co/8qHCUGseQc 
x Udacity announced their focus on industry based courses https://t.co/YLewGTNdAU 
x A number of views on AngularJS Highlights skyrocketing overnight http://t.co/H9f318eKVw #xxxx 
 
Nevertheless, the participants who used microblogging sites for work also experimented with other 
social media tools, as they wanted to understand how it works and the benefits of using of the chosen 
microblogging site: 
“I have always been interested in social media. […] I was interested [to know] how it might work for 
service delivery and how it could help me with current awareness. That’s probably why [I decided to 
use  Twitter].”  (P7) 
The following interview extract illustrates that Participant 8 used microblogging for research 
purposes: 
“I  decided   to  use  Twitter  because   I was employed on a research project that was looking at social 
media and the research focuses on [Twitter] space.”  (P8) 
The findings show that the participants were committed to and used microblogging professionally and 
for them it was also essential to ensure that the information they broadcast was successfully delivered 
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to their specific audiences, as it was important for their online professional presence and research 
development. As Participant 3 said in the interview, 
“Perhaps,  I’ve  reached  some  sort  of  critical  mass. Therefore, my use of Twitter has changed a little bit. 
I’m  still  checking  it a couple of times a day and contributing to conversations and putting things out 
there,  […]  to maintain my profile and be present on Twitter.” (P3) 
This emergent construct shows that IT professionals use microblogging for experimental testing 
purposes. This study discovered that the participants separate their use of social media or 
microblogging, in particular Twitter, for both personal and professional purposes. Some use it as an 
information source, whereas others use it as a source for experimenting with the technology. They use 
Twitter for broadcasting their expertise or their knowledge that they wrote in their blogs. The 
following are some of excerpts from P2’s and P7’s tweets (tweets   have   been   paraphrased   for  
participant  privacy): 
x @Participant 2 this tweet tagged another user @PersonA and said that   it’s maybe of interest 
http://t.co/DoKn4pirrx 
x @Participant 7 my academic writing productivity pattern is shot http://t.co/RCJ034aC6z 
 
As Participant 1 explained in the interview: 
“For  me,  when  I started it just about sharing ideas and expressing opinions. More recently, this year 
[2013] particularly, I make a number of blog posts and I use Twitter to kind of promote them.”  (P1) 
Participant 9 used microblogging to increase their personal blog traffic: 
“I  have  a  blog  and  I  use  [Twitter] to broadcast it and Twitter helps to draw traffic to my blog.”  (P9) 
Experimenting on microblogging sites is fruitful to increase blog traffic and to promote business. As 
Participant 2 stated in the interview “the whole idea was because I want to get my business across 
social media through Twitter.”  (P2) 
Microblogging offers an effective mode of communication that is less restrictive for content 
generation; the sites are a useful tool for daily chatter, conversation, shared information and news 
(Java et al., 2007). Microblogging also allows the participants to modify the tool to meet their needs. 
For example, Participant 7 pointed out that she embedded her Twitter and other social media to her 
blackboard for student to get access to the information easily. 
126 Chapter 4:Findings 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
“I use YouTube, slide share, and Twitter deck that I embedded in my blackboard sites. I just do that 
because   it’s   another   channel where students can subscribe and have got a content pushed to them 
instead of having to go and find it.”  (P7) 
This study discovered that the participants who heavily used microblogging sites were more likely to 
modify the tool to meet their personal needs rather than just use it for conversation. For example, 
Participant 6 who worked in the information security field modified his Twitter API stream to fetch 
the information they particularly needed and store it for future reference: 
“I   created  a  new  Twitter account and I make some automation [on Twitter API]. For example, I’m  
using Raspberry pi to except tweets from my alternative account, which [I have created] a certain 
keywords that can reach all tweets [contains with the keywords] so I can retrieve that tweets much 
easier.”  (P6) 
This study shows that microblogging sites such as Twitter are not limited to information sharing but 
are adaptable, which enables users to re-purpose it to meet their demands. The Participant 11 also 
emphasises that he modified Twitter API for specific use. 
“I modified, a currently available API into  a  more   specific   use.   […]   I   have   started   to integrate my 
Twitter feeds into another system, that will basically look for the tweet that I have posted with the link 
that I can easily search back on my previous tweets.”  (P11) 
The results of this study also found that IT professionals customise Twitter by modifying Twitter API 
and embed their Twitter into other closed platform services or their personal management systems. 
This behaviour   also   influenced   by   the  way   the   participants’   experience   of   information on Twitter, 
which they are trying to make better use of Twitter for professional purposes.  
This study also highlights that information facilitates the interaction between IT professionals. 
Makice (2009) proposes  that  “Twitter  messages  continually  re-establish weak-tie connections without 
a   commitment   to   a  deeper   interaction”   (p. 3134), which has a significant impact on the growth of 
strong-tie networks. IT professionals go to microblogging sites to keep in touch with colleagues and 
also for professional development rather than solely to gather or share information. 
“I use Twitter to communicate with the other security practitioners and most of the guys I follow in my 
Twitter is from the information security fields that helps me to get news [about] malware that is 
related to my job.  […]  Malware  is  one  of  the  information  security  restrictions, nowadays so you need 
to keep myself up-to-date from time-to-time.”  (P11) 
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This current research found that weak-tie connections are overshadowed by strong-tie relationships, 
which is why IT professionals preferred to use Twitter for professional purposes rather than for 
personal use. This is because Twitter helps IT professionals to share their expertise much easier and 
can be conveyed to wider audiences. Pan and Saramaki (2012) argue that strong ties are important to 
connect and enhance the information flow across scientific collaboration networks within a closed 
network. However, this study does not focus on the influences of strong-tie networks. Yet, the 
evidence presented in this study emphasises that, over time, the use of microblogging sites has 
changed in that it is no longer about sharing information or being present online; rather, the use of 
microblogging sites is more focused on the professional networks that are built on the sites. 
4.1.4. The dynamics of information sharing 
The results of the study show that information use is of primary importance in the microblogging 
sphere. Microblogging is an information mechanism that enables participants to seek, use and share 
the information they encounter on the Internet as well as on the microblogging sites. Participants use 
and share interesting information and often add their own comments before sharing it via 
microblogging. As Participant 7 stated:  
“If  I  want  to  retweet  something  and  I  think  it’s  stupid  or  out  of  line  or  inappropriate  then,  I  always  add  
some kind of text that  says  you  know,  ‘this  is  ridiculous’  and  then  tweet  it  or  but  in  general,  I try to add 
some kind of commentary to links before I tweet them.”  (P7) 
Some participants did not bother to modify the information (tweets) or add their own thoughts or 
opinions. This is because they only “retweet if the information is good for sharing.”   (P6) As 
Participant 3 stated: 
“Every  now  and   then   I’ll   see   something  on  Twitter,   that’s  what   I   called  sort  of,   you  know,   someone  
tweets their opinion on something or blog posts about something, and if that resonate with me for some 
particular  reason,  then  I’ll  often  retweet.”  (P3) 
For the participants, the information they encountered or shared may or may not be valuable for their 
followers, but they nevertheless validated the resources or sources of the information they 
encountered before they posted it. They read through the information before sending it out from their 
microblogs accounts and ensured the links to the resources were correct before sharing. Participant 1 
and Participant 6 explained this as follows: 
“[Information validation] depends on what type of information it is. A lot of technical information will 
be valid because I know these stuffs and things about it, I click on it and I read whatever it definitely 
valid.”  (P1) 
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“I  need  to  confirm  whether  the  information  that  I’m  going  to  tweet  is  correct  so  I  filter  it by reading 
the article and  if  I  found  out  its  something  new  I’ll  further  on  my  discovery  and   if there is something 
wrong with the links to the articles  then  I  don’t  share  it  on  Twitter.”  (P6) 
The participants believed the information that they shared was important to them and might be 
beneficial for others. Participant 11 explained the way information was found and shared via 
microblogging: 
“Those  links that were originally tweeted by me were those that I have read, and I found it is valuable 
for  me,  and  also  things  that  might  be  beneficial  for  somebody  else.”  (P11) 
The participants revealed that they checked the authentication of the information and ensured the 
links to the information were not broken. They believed the information was valuable and that it was 
pointless  if  their  followers  cannot  get  access  to  the  correct  resources  for  reasons  such  as  ‘paywalls’  or  
geographical restrictions such as those on newspapers or YouTube. Participant 6 described this as 
follows: 
“I’m  really  concerned with the authentication of information or if there is a broken link before I share 
it on my Twitter. Information validation is important as the truth and the false might look alike, but in 
this, [the authentication technique] depends on me and based on my judgment which one should I 
choose.”  (P6) 
This highlights that the information shared via microblogging will reflect the IT professionals’  
identity and affect their online presence. This finding is mapped well with the projection of self-
image as discussed in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.3) and demonstrates how self-representation influences 
the way IT professionals use microblogging sites. This study yields an interesting result that the 
participants considered their online presence to be as important as their physical presence. Participant 
7 explained this as follows: 
“I’m   really   conscious   of   maintaining   connections   I’ve   got   on   Twitter,   it   is a mutually beneficial 
relationship.  For  example,  last  6  months  when  I  haven’t  really  been  teaching  and  I  haven’t  done  any  
speaking  or  gone  to  any  conferences,  it’s  really  important  for  me  to  be  able  to  keep  in  touch  with  those  
people so that you know, those networks remain intact when I’m  back  doing  my  normal  job.”  (P7) 
They are aware that the information that is publicly available on the Internet including microblogging 
sites would be stored there forever, and hence it is important for them to ensure they did not share 
something that could damage their online professional persona. Participant 5 pointed out that she does 
not post about anything about controversial issues or arguments: 
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“I  kind  of  tweet  things  that  are  safe.  They’re  not  very  controversial. They sort of interesting to me and 
to the people who maybe following me. I  don’t  tweet  anything really,  you  know,  that’s  going  to  cause  
any arguments or look bad or that would look bad professionally, and I  don’t   like   to   tweet  anything  
unprofessional.”  (P5) 
The IT professionals also pointed out that information seeking and sharing was more likely to trigger 
human networks and they would continue relationships on more private platforms. Participant 11 
stated: 
“Information gathering and information sharing [are] started from Twitter then end up to email or 
something else. […]  Most of the discussion is basically something that is not meant to be public,  so  it’s  
something like planning of the year or planning of projects, and maybe some algorithm need to be 
implemented in the code, so we choose not   to   make   it   public,   that’s   why   we   come   up   with   other  
platform.”  (P11)   
Information sharing in microblogging leads to the building of epistemic communities or communities 
of practice and people networks. Lave and Wenger (2000) define  a  community  of  practice  as  “a  set  of  
relations among persons, activity and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and 
overlapping  communities  of  practice”  (p. 171). For example, Participant 7 published a collaborative 
paper with a researcher in the library and information science fields whom she met on Twitter before 
they officially met face-to-face in a work environment: 
“I’m  connected  to  [Person  A],  for  example, you know, we used to use direct messages on Twitter and 
we just recently moved to talking more on People Chat but we still will tweet each other backwards 
and  forwards.  […]  So,   I think the first time I met her was maybe 18 months after we met on Twitter 
and we were already collaborating on research at that point before  she  came  to  work  with  us.”  (P7) 
The findings also show that personal and professional uses of microblogging are intersecting or 
happening concurrently, as people share information about leisure, hobbies or day-to-day life 
experiences. As Participant 3 stated:  
“I started using Twitter for [professional reasons] but because it is social technology and it is my 
social technology, I also use [Twitter] for personal or social reasons to share amusing things or things 
that  I  found  annoying  or  just  things  that  I’m  doing  at  a  point  in  time  to  send  it  out  there. So, it’s  a  bit  
more mixed I guess with my personality and my activities; both at work and out of work.”  (P3) 
Java, Song, Finin and Tseng (2007) point out that the key elements of microblogs are the content and 
topics.  Content   is  all  about  “activities,  opinions,  and  status”   (p. 52),  whereas   topics  cover  “a   range 
from  daily  life  to  current  events,  news  stories,  and  other  interests”  (p. 52),  such  that  “most  posts  are  
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about  daily  routines  or  what  people  are  currently  doing”   (Java et al., 2007, p. 62). The outcomes of 
this study are consistent with the existing research, which indicates that personal information sharing 
is occurring on Twitter. However, this study discovered that the way IT professionals shared personal 
things on Twitter is not necessarily about their personal lives but about their professional environment.  
The  interviews  showed  that   the  participants’  who work as information professionals also played an 
important part in the way they shared information or opinions. For example, Participant 4 stated that 
she shares her thoughts on the Brisbane Film Festival because she believed that her opinions would 
be documented for future reference: 
 “I actually tweeted to the Brisbane Film Festival, and I   wanted   to   make   sure   [the   organisation’s  
document the tweets] because I know from working in a library that people and organisations 
document how much sort of impact they have, the value of them.  So,  I’m  more  aware  of  that.  So,  I  tend  
to, if I like an exhibition or a film or something or an event, if they have a Twitter feeds I tend to tweet 
to   them   to   sort  of  go,  “It’s  great,   keep  up   the  good  work”.  So,   it   can  be  documented   that   there  are  
people  who  appreciate  this  as  a  citizen,  that’s  why  I  decide  [to  tweet].”  (P4) 
The IT professionals who were interviewed in the present study were also quite concerned about 
security and privacy breaches on the Internet. They frequently shared information about malware 
attacks and solutions that may be useful to others. For example, Participants 11 who worked in the 
computer security industry was actively engaged in and shared information about the vulnerability of 
computer security and threats on the Internet, as it is evident in their tweets below (tweets  have  been  
paraphrased  for  participant  privacy): 
x TextSecure, now with 10 million more users https://t.co/TP6BRYGqaA 
x Some IEEE sites are compromised and have malware https://t.co/wtrtkf1Juy 
x RT @PersonA: Detecting pdf JavaScript Malware Using Clone Detection http://t.co/pAF5Bx8LDU 
x RT @PersonB: Analysis of a CVE-2013-3906 Exploit http://t.co/PlQdUv73oD 
 
The IT professionals frequently shared information from other trusted people in their network if it 
was related to their work. 
“I’ve   followed   a   guy   from information security field who shares quite valuable [information] and 
nothing is misleading. So most of [the information he shares on Twitter] are very good quality.  […]  
Often, I’ll   retweet   those   links   that  might   be   beneficial   to   others   in   the   information   security   areas.”  
(P11) 
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They tended to share information about privacy and security on the Internet because of the nature of 
their work.  The participants carefully filtered and validated information before sharing it through 
microblogging in order to avoid the risk of affecting their reputation. Hence, they validated the 
veracity   of   the   sources   by   investigating   the   information’s   origins   and   reading   the   contents   before  
sharing it via microblogging. For example, according to Participant 6:  
 “I tweet about malware or the latest threat on the internet that’s  helpful  and  useful  for  my  followers. 
[…]  So,  first,  I will check and confirm whether the information is correct. I filtered it by reading the 
article and   if   I   found  out   it’s   something  new,   I’ll   further  on  my  discovery  and   if there is something 
wrong  with  the  information  especially  the  links  to  the  article  then  I  don’t  share  it  on  Twitter.”  (P6) 
IT products or services change rapidly over time, requiring IT professionals to stay in the information 
loop to keep up-to-date with new developments. IT professionals often seek and share information 
that is related to their expertise and their work indirectly because they “have tendency to retweet 
those things and talk about those things on Twitter.”  (P2) 
Twitter helps IT professionals to be informed and to keep them up-to-date with the news about 
technology in education as well, as it was essential for Participant 7 for her lecturing and research: 
“A couple of people I follow post really great technology links all the time about news articles and 
things that it’s   really   [about] the educational technology stuff around mobile devices, stuff around 
online services, and emerging technology that I could use in my teaching and my research.”  (P7) 
Over time, IT products and services change so rapidly that it is crucial for IT professionals to stay in 
the information loop to keep up-to-date with new developments. Participant 3 pointed out that 
microblogging helped him to keep in touch with the experts as he received valuable information that 
led to professional networks development: 
“I’d   follow  a  professor  or  some  academics  who  I  respect,  I  want   to  read   their  work  and   they  would  
follow me and the relationship there that I found [Twitter] was really good because you could actually 
you know, develop a bit of a [professional] profile and the like.”  (P3) 
Participant 4 highlighted that she stumbled upon information that led to mutual relationships with 
experts in their fields: 
“Sometimes when you see something being retweeted by somebody else, you might look at their Twitter 
feeds to see if  it’s  interesting.  So,  I follow and I tend to have conversations [with them]. I found it is 
quite a good way of networking with other people.”  (P4) 
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The findings fit well with the discoveries of Dunlap and Lowenthal (2009) and Sheehan (2013), 
which emphasise the usefulness of microblogging for information sharing and professional purposes 
that have a significant impact on social presence. It is evident that microblogging is a useful tool for 
keeping in touch with information and people, as expressed in the following description by 
Participant 5: 
“My  colleagues  [are]  currently  on  Twitter.  So,   I   follow  them  and  see  what  they’re  tweeting and yes, 
it’s  just  a  way,  to keep in touch with them.”  (P5) 
This piece of evidence aids in understanding the nature of information sharing on social media, as 
information sharing occurs in a more dynamic and unpredictable manner. The information sharing 
that  spreads  to  human  networks  has  a  significant  impact  on  the  participants’  career  development  and  
knowledge transfer. This study emphasises that building professional connections and a community 
of practice is more important to these IT-professionals than the information-sharing aspects of 
microblogging. 
4.1.5. Self-representation 
Microblogging is a powerful electronic word of mouth application, which enables information sharing 
to be done easily and to reach a larger audience (Jansen et al., 2009). This study reveals that IT 
professionals use microblogging as a tool to have a presence online and also be acknowledged as an 
expert in a particular field. As Participant 1 explained in the interview, “In   professional   respect,  
Twitter is been quite good actually, it has social presence”  (P1) and it also helped IT professionals to 
get their profile available on Twitter as “it is important to have a professional profile within Twitter”  
(P3). 
A microblogging site such as Twitter is an information agent that helps IT professionals extend their 
professional network connections indirectly. This was indicated by Participant 3 as follows: 
“[Twitter] is most beneficial from a professional point of view for getting access to articles, 
publications,  in  a  way  I’m  always  served  with  those  research  publications   instead of me having to go 
and find them,  you  know,  someone’s  new  publication  that  might  have  just  been  published  that  week.  I  
can just get it easily off that hyper link or I [can] ask them directly for the paper.”  (P3) 
Twitter helped Participant 1 showcase their expertise and subsequently she received a job offer. 
“I follow and retweet something related to my area and I get asked to quite certain roles that are not 
necessarily based on Australia or Brisbane to contribute to different newsletters. It also helps you 
become knowledgeable  in  the  area  and  so  that  you  can  do  at  international  level  on  Twitter.”  (P1) 
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It   is   evident   that  microblogging   aids   the   participants’   online   presence   and   impacts   on   individuals’  
virtual presentation of themselves and to be acknowledged as experts in their respective fields. This 
finding   is  mapped  well  with  Erwing  Goffman’s   (1971) theory of representation of self in everyday 
life, as on social media the projection of self-image is achieved through online presence than using 
body language and verbalism as explained in Chapter 2 (Section 2.2.3). This study highlights that the 
important elements of self-representation in online spaces are honesty and transparency in knowledge 
and information sharing. Participant 11 emphasised that he was not going to share or add his opinions 
if he was not affirm with the resources. 
“I [decided to tweet] if it contains something personal or have value to personal. Like, ‘Oh, I read 
your paper, I think it has a flaw’  but  I’m  not  going  to  write  that  paper  is  flawed  if  I  don’t  really  realise  
why  it’s  flawed  but  it’s  just  a  feeling.”  (P11) 
Sharing valuable and quality information through microblogging projects the individual identity that 
subsequently leads to effective professional networks and research collaborations. Participant 3 
pointed  out  that  he  valued  individuals’  expertise  on  Twitter  based  on  their  tweets: 
“There’s  a  certain  group  of  people  on  Twitter  that  I  take  a  lot  of  notice  of  when  they  tweet  something 
with a link to a research article or some industry or some observation, I’ll   take   a   look   for   those  
conversations in the threads as I scan   the   Twitter’s   stream,   and   to   the   stage   now   where   I’m   even  
thinking of having a bit of a clean up to get rid of some  of  those  connections  that  I  don’t  get  any  value  
out  of.”  (P3) 
Participant 7 emphasised the importance of sharing quality information through microblogging that 
has a significant impact on human networks: 
“I  guess  it’s  also  about  having  a  relationship with people and knowing  that  what  they’re  sharing  with  
you is quality and [it] kind  of  validating  people’s  credentials you know, do they actually know what 
they’re  talking  about.”  (P7) 
It is evident that information in microblogging is infinite and to that extent it is essential for IT 
professionals to showcase their expertise by sharing information that they know in their field of 
expertise. Participant 7 explained his experience of information in using microblogging to showcase 
his personality in online spaces: 
“I  think  for  me,  what  I  do  is  generally  sharing  something  because  I’ve  read  it  and  I’m  interested  in  it  
and   I   think   it’s   useful   and   I   want   to   share   it   with   people.   For   example,   if   I   know   my   friend   isn’t  
interested  in  ‘X’  topic  and  I  see  an  article  and  I  think  it  might  be  interesting,  I  won’t  necessarily  read  it.  
I’ll  retweet  it  and  say  you  know  or  did  you  see  this  kind  of  thing  and  mention  the  person  in  it.”  (P7) 
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This scenario highlights that microblogging sites such as Twitter are also a proxy to promote IT 
professionals’   expertise   and   be   acknowledged   as   experts   through   annotating a link or retweet. 
Dlupton (2012) and Lassi and Sonnenwald (2010) argue that social media has a positive impact on 
career development and knowledge sharing. For example, in the present study, Participant 8 said in 
the interview that Twitter is a good space for creating and maintaining professional network 
connections in various ways:  
“I  don’t  really  sort  of  interact  with  people  a  lot  through it but it’s  a  good  space  to keep the record of 
people that you perhaps meet at conferences or things like that and be able to stay in touch with them 
and not have to invite them into your Facebook,  you  know.”  (P8) 
It is evident that microblogging not only provides a sense of space and a sense of belonging, but is 
also a powerful electronic word-of-mouth tool that can increase the scope and breadth of an 
individual’s  reach  within  any  given  professional  context. It helps IT professionals disseminate their 
knowledge and changes the spectrum of their knowledge sharing to the world. Knowledge and 
information sharing occurs in online spaces dynamically from one-to-one to one-to-many, one-to-
many to many-to-many, and interdisciplinary to multidisciplinary compared to the physical 
environments that is linear and limited to one genre. As Participant 2 said in the interview, 
“In doing some business development for my company and share my knowledge, I talked to number of 
different people in regards to generating business and lot of stuffs in Twitter.”  (P2) 
Participant 5 pointed out that Twitter helps them to organise events and to collaborate with 
researchers in digital humanity, library and information science, and software engineering. As it is 
evident in their tweets that are aimed at letting her collaborators or colleagues know about her activity, 
“today, I’ll   be   conducting tutorial in disruptive technology for research, http://t.co/VUL129fgC5.”  
(P5)  
This also aids  the  participant’s  online  presence  and  could  lead  them to professional networking when 
they consistently use Twitter for event organising and collaborating. 
“I organise events and I worked on projects that have international collaborators from digital 
humanity community, library community, and software engineering community. [...] Direct messages 
are used to talk details of the next event or something like that and to keep in touch with the research 
community and the developer community.”  (P5) 
The  results  of  the  present  study  are  mapped  well  to  Granovetter’s  (1973) strength of weak ties theory, 
in which the advantage of the weak ties framework suggests  that  any  individual’s  network  comprises  
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of weak ties (acquaintances) and strong ties (close family, friends), but that weak ties are more useful 
sources of new information because strong ties usually possess the same information as the individual. 
Hence, they have a wider network but not much personal interaction or participation in it. As 
Participant 3 described: 
“I’m   following   18,000 handles and   perhaps   I’m   only   getting   value   out   of   maybe half of those 
connections  I’m  actually  looking  forward  to  read their contributions but a lot I just skim over. I call 
some of the people I’m  following.”  (P3) 
It is evident that the weak tie relationship acts as a trigger for IT professionals to communicate, seek 
opinions, and organise an event. As Participant 9 said in the interview: 
“I  [organised]  [city name] Twitter  Underground  Brigade  Christmas  parties  here  at  my  house.  […]  I  
only met them through Twitter, but  I’ve  met  them  over  the  last  year  or  two  so  I  got  to  know  them. But 
some people who came here, I never met  them.”  (P9) 
Participant 9 also pointed out that he found new clients and recruited new staff from his involvement 
with community in Twitter. 
 “I   found  [Twitter]  really  useful to get involved with potential clients, to recruiters and to find staff. 
It’s  basically  helped   to  keep   informed  of  what  other  people  are  doing  and  what’s  happening,  what’s  
new.”  (P9) 
The evidence shows that microblogging sites such as Twitter are agents for IT professionals to 
expand their professional connections and have a significant   influence   on   the   participants’   online  
presence. The weak tie connection overshadows the strong tie relationships on microblogging sites, as 
Participant 7 highlighted her engagement with experts in Twitter has a significant impact on the 
creation of mutual relationships with them: 
“I’m   connected   to   [Person  A]   for   example,  we   used   to   use   direct  messages   on  Twitter and we just 
recently moved to talking more on People Chat, but we still tweet each other backward(s) and 
forward(s) and also, you know, I interact with [Person A] in [Twitter] and  just  people  that  I’ve  worked  
with in the past at another organisations, so, I guess it’s  really  like  my  virtual  office.”  (P7) 
This phenomenon occurs while they stumble upon information that leads to mutual relationship with 
experts in their fields. The Participant 4 (P4) also pointed out that they used the social media site 
Facebook more often to communicate and interact with their strong tie connections:  
“I  use  Facebook but that’s  pretty  much more for private life.”  (P4) 
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Same as Participant 6 and Participant 1 who both emphasised that they use Facebook, rather that 
Twitter, for personal purposes: 
“I get connected with my friends using Facebook instead of Twitter I use to share information related 
to my work.”  (P6) 
“I  use Facebook more for personal [as] I share fun stuffs and activities and [in turns] my friends share 
pictures  of  their  kids  and  sort  of  stuffs.”  (P1) 
However,   the   current   study   does   not   investigate   the   participants’   engagement   on   Facebook.   This  
study investigates information behaviours and information experience to understand the 
microblogging phenomena only. The findings of this study showed that Twitter is a public space that 
helps IT professionals enhance the development of their information grounds in online spaces, as the 
availability of information and people are beyond what traditional information grounds can offer. 
Their experience of information and social interaction in Twitter has a significant influence on their 
self-representation and the dynamics of information grounds in microblogging. This finding 
demonstrates   that   tweeting   has   a   greater   impact   on   individuals’   online   presence   compared   to  
following people on Twitter. The results of this study highlighted that   the   way   IT   professionals’  
information behaviour and experience of information in microblogging has impact on the way they 
use Twitter for professional purposes. 
4.1.6. Professional networking 
Microblogging provides places for IT professionals to communicate, collaborate and engage with 
experts in different research fields around the globe. In addition, the influencers within a network 
have a significant impact on the way they use Twitter for purposes of information sharing (Bunce et 
al., 2012). Microblogging sites such as Twitter can indeed be perceived as an information ground 
providing a sense of place – “place  to  be  in,  a  place  to  go,  a  place  to  gather,  or  a  place  to  be  seen  in”  
(Narayan et al., 2013, p. 127) and eliminates restrictions as to the number of participants and 
geographical barriers. In relation to the investigation into the use of Twitter in the present study, 
Participant 7 stated: 
“I   guess I’m   forming   those   relationships   online  with   these   people   as  much   as   I’m   forming   them   in  
person – probably more actually forming them online than forming them in person and replicating 
them online. So, they kind of tend to grow in social media but also I follow a whole bunch of people 
who  are  just  interesting  and  don’t  have  any  idea  who  I  am  and  I  don’t  know  them  personally  but  they  
tweet  interesting  stuff.”  (P7) 
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Ease of use, availability and accessibility   to   information   influences   IT   professionals’   use   of  
microblogging for engagement purposes. Participant 11 pointed out that the main reason he used 
Twitter was to be part of community in his fields. 
“Nowadays,   IT professionals prefer to use online tools to communicate with their communities.   […]  
Twitter enabled me to communicate with the other security practitioners.”  (P11) 
Moreover, IT professionals use microblogging because of their job demands, often having had 
collaboration projects with experts from around the world.  
“I would be happy to join them online for code submitting and also code discussion, but for meetings 
or annual planning, I would prefer physical meeting as it is the best way so far rather than an online 
meeting.”  (P11) 
The literature confirms that microblogging is useful for work-related purposes, and this was also 
evident in the present study. For example, Twitter encourages users to actively participate in online 
discussions (Rankin, 2009). Subsequently, the usefulness of Twitter successfully helps information 
professionals form Socratic circles (The Unquiet Librarian, 2014). However, this study highlights that 
information flows initiate research networks and the nature of microblogging – freely available, easy 
to use, and having accessibility to information – has a significant influence on its use by IT 
professionals’  more often for professional networking purposes. Participant 3 described this situation 
as follows: 
“I  find  that  I create online connections with individuals first normally because I follow their work or 
we share a common interest. Then, as happened today, sometimes they are physically, geographically 
located close by and you can make that face-to-face connection. So, in a way, it’s  almost  turned  itself  
on its head because I actively seek those online connections and create that relationship. Then, when 
possible, you have that physical face-to-face connection as well, whereas in the past you only had face-
to-face connection.   I’m   finding   the   good   thing   with   this   is   that   you   can   create   a   profile   and   an  
understanding of individuals online and then use that as information as to whether you want to also 
talk to this person face-to-face and continue to develop that relationship with   that   network.   That’s  
powerful.”  (P3) 
In short, microblogging is a tool that is very adaptable enabling IT professionals to modify the tool by 
which to meet their information needs by “modifying Twitter API to integrate my Twitter feeds with 
my database.”  (P11) Accordingly, the participant is able to refer back to their tweets for references to 
be used for his/her work. Twitter also allows the participant to create their own communities of 
practice and to share their knowledge. As one participant stated: 
138 Chapter 4:Findings 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
“I’m   doing  my  Masters   in   Information   Security   and   at   the   same   time   I’m  working   in   the   computer  
security industry. So, I create two communities in my Twitter that I can channel all conversations or 
discussions. [...] I use Twitter to share something related with my work or something that within my 
interest, [which] like computer  security  related  stuff.”  (P6) 
This can be attributed to Twitter providing a sense of place and sense of belonging that enables IT 
professionals   “to keep in-touch with experts around the globe”   (P6)  and “to keep them up-to-date 
with news.”  (P2) it also facilitates obtaining research opportunities (such as research grants, research 
data, or scholarships) in their research areas. As Participant 10 pointed out in the interview: 
“It’s   really   helping   in   that   sense   to   both, you know, advertise my research and get access to 
researchers more effectively. You also get to know about [research] data available and, if somebody is 
tweeting about the data so, I decide that ‘I’ll  have  a  look  at  it’.” (P10) 
IT professionals also tend to treat their connections on microblogging sites like a real-life relationship 
despite being busy with work. As Participant 7 said in the interview: 
“I  used  to  be  really  constantly  connected  and  I  probably  will  be  when  I  finish  writing  my  thesis  as  well.  
It’s  kind  of  harder  to  tweet  all  day  when  you’re  writing  but, yeah, it’s  like  I  have real relationships in 
there and I have to maintain those relationships.”  (P7) 
This study discovered that knowledge sharing happens in real time much easier than with physical 
knowledge sharing and has the ability to reach wider audiences. This is evident in the current research, 
as shown in the following description by Participant 10: 
“I   think  [Twitter]   is  becoming  more  useful   in  disseminating  my  research.  But   it’s  also  become  more  
useful in finding opportunities, because people are promoting their paper and   especially,   they’re  
promoting camera pre-print papers. So, supposing the notification for a conference comes today, 
people will tweet about it. They put in the title and you read it and say ‘Sure,  that’s  interesting’. Then 
you ping them and say,  ‘Can you give me the paper?’ Instead,  if  you  didn’t  have  Twitter,  you  would  
only have found it out when you were at the conference [physical location] or maybe a few days before 
when they put up the  program.”  (P10) 
Previously, knowledge sharing and research networking activities were limited to a certain number of 
researchers and restricted within four walls. Microblogging has transformed research networking 
from physical to online collaboration and from interdisciplinary to multidisciplinary research. The 
findings of this study not only show what microblogging sites such as Twitter can do for professional 
purposes, but also highlight that an information ground in a microblogging site is not about the 
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information but rather the network itself. One of the participants pointed out that Twitter is such a 
powerful tool because it provides an informative place for networking, by saying that: 
“It’ll  tell  me  that you might also like to follow these two or three people as well. So that association I 
find really powerful because I often find that I  didn’t   realise that one person was connected to this 
individual and I often will also follow two or three other people at the same time. Instead of targeting 
one person, I might pick other people as well. It’s   interesting   thing   to   me   because   of   that   social 
network of who is connected to whom. So, if I know that a certain person has published a paper or a 
certain article, I can see who else has received that tweet. Who else is interested perhaps in that 
person’s  publications?  I  think  that’s  informative  from  a  professional  aspect.”  (P3) 
This indicates that the network in Twitter is complex and rich and subsequently helped the participant 
to create and establish his professional networking within Twitter. Below is an example of the social 
engagement of Participant 9 on Twitter, which demonstrates professional networking (tweets   have  
been  paraphrased  for  participant  privacy): 
x You’re  invited  to  GIS Day next Wednesday, November 20 #xoxo http://t.co/aNacPLvykV 
x @Person A Cool Looking forward to seeing you there 
Similar to Participant 5’s tweets: 
x Lessons learnt from #xxxx today - participating remotely in hackathons via hangouts and twitter is not 
as much fun and more difficult 
x But thanks to the #xxx team in Melbourne for inviting us! 
x @Participant5 it seemed you have so much fun on weekends 
x @UserA thank  you   :)  We’re  enjoying the event but   I  don’t   think  we’ll  create  a   finished  hack  by   the  
end of the event 
The findings highlight that Twitter is not just for information sharing but involves the development of 
professional networks. Participant 3 also emphasised that the use of hashtags has influence on getting 
followers.  
“I’ve   experienced   the benefits putting hashtags in that tweet and getting more followers because of 
that.”  (P3) 
The Twitter environment is complex and the content is extremely rich, suggesting that sooner or later 
one of followers will become a part of his close network. Participant 9 stated that he know “very few 
of them and if  I  know  them  I’ve  only  met  them  through Twitter.” (P9) This example demonstrates that 
Twitter can assist IT professionals to expand their professional connections. Participant 7 also 
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emphasised that an expert she has followed is now becoming her colleagues and their collaboration 
actually started on Twitter. 
“Some   of   the people I only know through Twitter. I have developed a relationship with them there 
[Twitter]. For example, before [Person A] came to work with us, about probably two years before that 
we started connecting on Twitter and we wrote  papers  together  but  we’d  never  actually  met  in  person.”  
(P7) 
In summary, the findings of this study map well to the strong and weak ties framework (Granovetter, 
1973) that has a significant impact on collaboration and knowledge sharing. In essence, the 
participants used microblogging sites to self-promote their expertise and extend their professional 
connections in their fields with experts worldwide. The weak-tie connection overshadows the strong-
tie relationships on microblogging sites, as the participants engaged with experts and created mutual 
relationships with them. This phenomenon occurred when they stumbled upon information that led to 
mutual relationships with experts in their fields. The participants used Facebook more often to 
communicate and interact with strong-tie connections. However, this current study does not 
investigate   the   participants’   engagement   on   Facebook.   This   study   aimed   to   understand   the  
information behaviour of IT professionals on microblogging sites only, with a particular focus on 
Twitter. 
4.1.7. Information monitoring and information organising 
Information monitoring occurred when the participants monitored their feeds everyday as a routine, 
using the microblogging sites as an immediate tool. The results show that information monitoring is 
one   of   the   dominant   behaviours   that   influenced   the   participants’   information   use   and   sharing   via  
microblogging. This study found that participants’ monitored information on Twitter by skimming 
through the Twitter feeds everyday. The participants pointed out that they are monitoring their feeds 
everyday in the morning or during their spare time. As Participant 5 and Participant 11 pointed out in 
the interview. 
“I use it at the time that I have time to use it. For example, during my lunch break or you know, in the 
morning  when  I  wake  up.”  (P5) 
 “The first thing in the morning, what I do is open up my Twitter client and go through the first 200 
messages, while waiting for the client to fetch in other message that is the first thing in  the  morning.”  
(P11) 
Chapter 4:Findings 141 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
Monitoring behaviours usually involved various other information behaviours in order to make sense 
of the information they encountered while monitoring their microblogging site feeds or hashtags. 
Participant 7 described as follow: 
“I use hashtags like #phdchat and TweetDeck so I can just see what people are saying. I recently did 
the academic writing month. So, I used #AcWriMo and kind of monitored that as well and used that 
when I was tweeting about my own writing.”  (P7) 
The participants also often monitor conferences or popular hashtags. The participants often engaged 
in information seeking or searching behaviours at the same time, as Participant 4 explained: 
“I   use   it   a   lot  with   conferences.   That’s  my   biggest   use   actually   and  why   I   keep it. Because I go to 
conferences, I might follow the hashtag for the conference, I tweet. I like that because it makes me take 
notes, it makes me think about what is specifically important at a conference. You know, it makes you 
think like what is the real message coming from  this?  And  I  find  that  useful.”  (P4) 
Participants’   used   microblogging   sites   because   they   can   get   the   latest   news   about   their   topic   of  
interest and monitor the information at anytime. They used selected resources of information on a 
regular basis concerning news, weather, research, hobbies and special interests, and this formed a 
significant  part   of   the  participants’   information  behaviours.  However, this kind of information was 
not work-related, it was kind of general knowledge about topics that interested them. Much of the 
general ad-hoc communication happened while they were monitoring their information worlds. As 
Participant 2 described: 
“I use Twitter to try and keep up-to-date with news and current affairs impacting other countries as 
well as feed my need for science and technology news. As you have seen only this week, many contacts 
of ours are in countries impacted by the typhoon – I use Twitter to communicate with them to ensure 
they  are  safe.”  (P2) 
The monitoring of information about their topics of interest on microblogging sites subsequently 
triggered information seeking to validate the information they encountered. The participants reported 
that they regularly monitored the information by skimming through their microblogging site feeds. As 
Participant 3 explained: 
“I  use  Twitter  24/7  no  matter  where  I  am  I’ve  got  the  opportunity  to  actually  start  skim  that  activity  
stream information stream of posts from the different people I am following. There’s  certain  people,  
certain topic I  keep  a  look  out  for  I  guess  that  I  find  interesting  and  I’ll  either  read  their  comment  or  
I’ll  look  for  a  link  to  an  article.”  (P3) 
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Participant 5 emphasised that she validated the information she discovered on Twitter by 
authenticating the origin of the resources before she shared it on her Twitter. 
“If  it’s  news,  then  I’ll  go  and  look  at  the  news  sites like ABC or something like BBC news or something 
like that. If it were a technology thing, I would go and search for it and find links to it through Google. 
If   it’s   sort   of   more   of   a   local   knowledge,   I   might   talk   to   my   friend   and   my   colleagues to find out 
whether  they  know  anything  about,  yes,  if  it’s  an  event  or  something,  would  they  know  anything  about  
it before I share it.”  (P5) 
The significant difference between monitoring information on Twitter and other online sources is that 
Twitter is like a gateway to other online platforms (e.g. websites, blogs, etc.). Participant 11 pointed 
out that he monitors his Twitter feeds everyday because it is his personal bookmarking that he can 
just simply go to Twitter to get latest news as a starting point. 
“Twitter is my bookmarking that I can retrieve or search information easily.   […]   I have stopped 
running my RSS client, and due to Twitter existence, and I would say it is very and highly useful for me. 
Before this I need to follow all the blogs and everything, so I need to run the RSS client to get, to know 
which website has been updated from time-to-time.”(P11) 
 Accessing Twitter also allowed them to retrieve the information they missed and enabled them to 
search the information using hashtags, search functions or the discovery tab. Twitter helps the 
participants to access their information world much easier, making the experience easier. Participant 7 
described this as follows: 
“I  use  [Twitter]  to  keep up-to-date  with  topics  [that]  I’m  interested  in  and  I  just  have  save  searches  for  
hashtags in Twitter [if  I  missed  the  information].”  (P7) 
And Participant 5 pointed out that she used search function and discovery tab. 
“I often do search, if there is something happening. Sort of do research to see what other people are 
saying  about  that  something.  So,  something  in  the  news  or  there’s  like  a  new  Apple  product  released  or  
something like that. I also look at the trending topic and I look at the discover tab as well to see kind of 
what  it’s  recommending  for  me.”  (P5) 
This enabled the participants to be in the information loop all the time. It was evident that currency of 
information is essential for IT professionals as IT is rapidly and continuously developing. Participant 
6 explained this as follows: 
 “I follow groups of people from technology and security to keep up-to-date with the changes in 
computer industry. Twitter is one of the best mechanisms so far to get the latest news as the 
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development in the computer industry grows rapidly. Now, the best way to get information for me is to 
follow  certain  prominent  people  on  Twitter  to  get  latest  information.”  (P6) 
Following experts in order to intentionally encounter latest information from them is a kind of 
information monitoring. This behaviour is similar to conventional information monitoring such as 
subscribing to RSS feeds, but following experts on Twitter highly increases the opportunity to be 
noticed and acknowledged in the fields. As participant 1 said in the interview, 
“For   professional   level   for   Twitter,   I usually follow different people at different time of post and I 
might also be retweeted those elements. I retweet when something that I think that is interesting or 
useful to my followers.”  (P1) 
The participants valued the information and the expertise of experts in a virtual environment, which 
can lead to positive interactions between members of the small world (Burnett et al., 2008). The 
finding is mapped well with small world theory (Chatman, 1991) as the participants followed people 
whom they trusted and whose information they valued. As participant 3 explained the way he is 
started to use Twitter for professional purposes. 
“I started the Twitter account four or five years ago as a way to connect with professionals like in the 
BPM, in the process base to follow-up their work, to share articles and the like. And once I started 
doing  that  I  found  that  they  would  follow  me  as  well.”  (P3) 
The use of microblogging sites helped them to expand their networks and share their knowledge 
much easier and faster, as Participant 3 described: 
“So,   I think in a couple of years I used to use it actively to build that professional network and 
connections to academics and industry departments. As, I was reflecting on this recently I do less of 
that activity now because  potentially  I’ve  got  a  lot  of  followers  already.”  (P3) 
Microblogging   had   a   significant   impact   on   the   participants’   information   needs  while   they  monitor  
their information world in Twitter, as indicated in the following description by Participant 1: 
“I use Twitter for professional reasons to keep up-to-date, so often I look at my feeds and from people 
I am following, I see what new resources or tools become available for the day essentially. It is also a 
good way to keep up with a number of knowledge areas coming at you at the same time, so you know, 
different  technologies  that  I  am  interested  in.”  (P1) 
The findings of this study show that the interaction and communication that occurred while 
monitoring information on Twitter involves many information behaviours, and these behaviours are 
not limited to information seeking and sharing. This study also found that the participants used 
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Twitter as information repositories, which allows them to organise or bookmark information that may 
be   useful   for   future   references.   Information   organising   behaviour   is   “the   process   of   analysing   and  
classifying   materials   into   defined   categories,   directories,   folders,   or   using   other   methods”  
(Lakshminarayanan, 2010, p. 160). Information organising includes the way individuals organise 
information using his/her own methods to establish their approach to organisation for them to retrieve 
the information easier and faster. 
This   study   discovered   that   Twitter   enhanced   the   participants’   information   seeking and sharing. 
Previously, they had to subscribe to many Rich Site Summary (RSS) feeds to meet their information 
needs and it was difficult to monitor and manage. As Participant 7 explained: 
“I’ve   let   Twitter   become   like   a   filter   for   me. I used to subscribe 200 RSS feeds and check them 
religiously  but  over  time,  I’ve  realized  that  if  I  keep  my  Twitter  network  really  honed  and  focused  on  
the things that I am interested in and I see most of the important content will come to me through 
Twitter. So, from that   respect,  as   I’ve  gotten  busier,   it’s  become  more   important   to  me   to  have  good  
connections  in  Twitter  who  share  really  interesting  content  because  that’s  the  only  way  I’m  going  to  
see that content because   I   just   don’t   have   you   know,   that   volume   of   RSS   subscriptions or anything 
anymore.”  (P7) 
The participants also used online personal portals to electronically store the information for later use. 
Participant 11 described his use of microblogging sites for information organisation as follows: 
 “I have started to integrate my Twitter feeds into my system, that will basically look for the tweet that 
I have posted with the link and it will go into a database, and with a proper search engine so that I can 
easily search my previous tweets.”  (P11) 
This study found that retweeting is a kind of information organising for some of the participants. 
Retweeting enables them to retrieve the tweets that they may not have the time to read at the time and 
they can also find the tweets for future references once it is in their own stream. As Participant 11 
said in the interview, 
“I  use  Twitter  also  for  my  bookmark.  Once I found an interesting link that I might refer back to later, I 
will retweet the link.”  (P11) 
In addition, information organisation influenced the way IT professionals organised the information 
they encountered. For example, the participants revealed that when they were starting to use the 
Twitter microblogging site, they used hashtags to group information by topic or to bookmark it for 
themselves. They organised the information using the list features on Twitter by grouping and naming 
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it for the specific audiences, so it is easy to find the information. One of the participants explained 
how she used Twitter to give updates to her students about her classes easily: 
“What   I   do   is   each   semester   I   set   up   a   list for my class. So, for each   class,   I’ll   have   a   list   of   the  
students that are in the class just so that other students can easily subscribe to it. The other thing I do 
is I maintain a list of interesting [professional] people for my students so that they can subscribe to 
them if  they’re  new  to  the  industry  and  for  all  these  some  other  really  interesting  people  but  I’ve  been  
a  bit  slack  with  keeping  them  up  to  date.”  (P7) 
The participants used the list function on Twitter to organise information that they subscribed to or to 
organise anything that they encountered that was interesting for future use. The use of lists was not 
limited to information organisation but was also involved in organising followers. As Participant 6 
explained: 
“I do use list because in my case there are several domains for example in computer security, there is 
technical and managerial science and there is also technology science so it is important to organise it 
for future use.”  (P6) 
People adopt various methods to manage information that they encounter on the Internet for re-use 
(Jones et al., 2001). For   example,   people   often   “emailed   the  web   addresses   (URLs)   along  with   or  
without comments to themselves and to others, printing out web pages, saving web pages to the hard 
drive, pasting the address for a web page into a document, and pasting the address into a personal web 
site”   (Jones et al., 2001, p. 119). The present study found the participants still used email to 
communicate and to organise information they found useful to be reused later on. As Participant 6 
said in the interview: 
“I also email [to myself] tweets that are interesting for me to refer [back] later; normally the tweets 
contain  URLs  or  hyperlinks.”  (P6) 
However, this study shows that the participants used a diverse range of methods and associated tools 
to organise their information for re-use. For example, the participants created their own information 
management systems using the Twitter API, list features and hashtags to organise the information 
they found interesting, which also enabled them to re-find the information.  
In summary, Twitter is a public spaces in which large volumes of information are shared; hence, it is 
challenging for IT professionals to organise their own feeds, feeds from people they follow, and also 
the followers themselves. This was why participants experienced frustration when there was a lack of 
information organisation as it was time consuming. The more information resources that a participant 
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had to deal with on the microblogging site, the more frustration they reported, which was related to 
the deficiencies of the information they encountered in online public spaces to be used by them or by 
someone else. The findings of this study also highlighted that experience of information has a 
significant influence on the way the participants use Twitter and interact or communicate with experts 
in their field of expertise. These findings answered the research question of this current study, which 
the IT professionals’ information behaviours and information experience in microblogging. 
4.1.8. Information encountering and lay information mediary 
Information encounters were often a result of curiosity, as in the case of participants eavesdropping 
on   others’   conversations   on  microblogging   sites.   For   example,   some   of   the   participants  mentioned  
they engaged with people who experienced security breaches. Microblogging sites such as Twitter are 
public spaces where people who do not know each other personally share their thoughts. As 
Participant 11 explained: 
“Earlier today, a guy who is working with open DNS organisation, where they found their website has 
been blacklisted by [Internet] security company. I [knew this issue] earlier, so I just tweet the guy and 
mentioned,   ‘In my experience, I found that the [Internet security] company try to blacklist all China 
hosting companies, and [your company] might fall into this category, that’s  why  you  got  blacklisted’. 
[Twitter] is more on the experience of sharing.”  (P11) 
The literature confirms that information encountering leads to serendipitous information sharing. This 
study yielded an interesting result that serendipity played a part not just in the finding information but 
also in finding professional networks and in finding people. As Participant 4 explained: 
“I  think  it  also  gives  me  a  view  of  emergent  research  that  different  people  are  doing  that  may  not  be  in  
any publication for six or twelve or eighteen months. But I can get an understanding of what different 
people are doing. There’s   a   guy   in   Sydney   that   I   follow   and   I   was   just   looking   at   it   this   morning.  
Obviously  he’s  doing  some  research  around  enterprise  social  technologies  in  the  retail  space  and  I  get  
access to his publications through his Twitter. Otherwise,  I  would  miss  them  because  they’re  published  
in  maybe  in  some  retail  association  publication  or  to  some  closed  group  that  you  wouldn’t  know  about  
unless you follow it on Twitter. So,  I  find  it  a  really  good  timely  information  stream.”  (P4) 
Foster and Ford (2003) emphasise the nature of serendipity in information-seeking contexts and 
reinterpret  “the  notion  of  serendipity  as  a  phenomenon  arising  from  both  conditions  and  strategies  – 
as both a purposive and a non-purposive component of information seeking and related knowledge 
acquisition”  (p. 321). This study aids the understanding that serendipity not only occurs in relation to 
information but also involves the discovery of experts, which has a significant impact on professional 
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connections. As the following interview extract illustrates, Participant 2 experienced just such a 
professional connection when he read articles by an author who was in his Twitter feed: 
“Discovery of her was accidental, reading her articles went from accidental to becoming intentional 
and re-tweeting it and now she is an avid follower of my tweets and lot of stuff has happened in my 
business and now I am also looking at possibly getting her out for speaking in Australia.”  (P2) 
This scenario shows that IT professionals engage with information and share their experience even 
though the person with whom they interact is not their friend or is not even asking for the information. 
It is evident that the weak tie relationship acts as a trigger for IT professionals to communicate and 
seek opinions on a particular event. In the following interview extract, Participant 5 also explained the 
experience of a professional connection: 
“Sometimes,   if   there’s   something  happening   like   if   there’s  a  conference  on   that   I  am  not  at  but   I’m  
following it and I see information just to see the kind of work out what the new topics are, what the 
new technologies are that I should be finding out more about. There may tend to be online networking 
and I also know some people follow conferences through Twitter.”  (P5) 
The weak tie connection overshadows the strong tie relationships on microblogging sites such as 
Twitter, as participants engage with experts and create mutual relationships with them. This 
phenomenon occurs when they stumble upon information that leads to mutual relationships with 
experts in their fields. In the present study, Participant 5 pointed out that she used multiple social 
media. For example, she used Facebook more often to communicate and interact with strong tie 
connections   (noting,   however,   that   the   current   study   did   not   investigate   the   participants’   use   of  
Facebook): 
“I   have   a   Google+   account   but   I   don’t   use   it   very often. Mainly just Facebook and Twitter. I use 
Facebook for personal use.”  (P5) 
Pan and Saramaki (2012) argue that strong ties are important to connect and enhance the information 
flow across scientific collaboration networks within a closed network. In contrast, weak ties are more 
useful sources of new information because individuals with strong ties usually possess the same 
information. Although strong ties have a significant impact on collaboration, this study investigated 
information behaviours and information experiences in the context of microblogging sites only (with 
a particular focus on the use of Twitter). Findings highlight   how   IT   professionals’   day-to-day 
information-related behaviours and professional development have evolved on microblogging sites. 
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Encountering information on Twitter often led to lay information mediary behaviour. The results 
show that microblogging sites are an information mechanism/stream, where an abundance of 
information is freely available and accessible. Microblogging sites allow users to find information for 
themselves or for others whether they are asking for it or not. This lay information mediary behaviour 
primarily occurs on microblogging sites when participants are posting to a specific person by tagging 
them with an @ before their Twitter handle. It also appears in the comments on a particular topic. 
This is evident in the words of Participant 8 who shared her experience encountering lay mediary 
information: 
“I  have  a  project  student  I’m  supervising at the moment and she is doing a systematic literature review, 
which is sort of just different to normal literature review and something came up a couple of weeks ago 
about systematic literature  review  so  I  saw  that  on  Twitter  and  so  I  went  ‘Oh,  Kaitlyn,  might  like  this’, 
you know, I sort of retweeted it and sort of put her in my tweet,  so  that  she’ll  get  it.”  (P8) 
As she believed the information she encountered “might be useful for someone else”  (P8) and she 
“often send something to @twitterhandle [via Twitter] because I work with her so much, so recently I 
saw a conference paper expression of interest that came out and I sort of said we should put in for 
this.”  (P8) 
Moreover, Twitter helps the participant to get information that they encountered on Twitter by 
directly asking the person who tweets for valuable information from them specifically. This lay 
information mediary occurred in respect to the individual information needs. Participant 10 indicated 
as follows, 
 “The  notification  for  a  conference  come  today,  people  will  tweet  about  it,  right? and you know, they 
put  the  title  and  you  read  the  title,  “Sure,  that’s  interesting”;;  you  ping  them  and  say,  ‘Can  you  give  me  
the  paper?’ Instead, if  you  didn’t  have  Twitter,  you  would  have  found  it  out  only when you were at the 
conference.”  (P10) 
The results showed that encountering information involves several information behaviours, including 
sense-making and lay information mediary behaviour. As Participant 1 explained:  
“I was complaining about the new iOS7 and I basically have a few of my friends chat in, who asked 
what I am complaining about and then I had somebody who was really a Microsoft supporter who 
tried to convince me to swap to a Microsoft phone and that conversations you can see went on with not 
only me talk to him but he telling me a lot of stuff.”  (P1)   
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The response that she encountered was not what she expected but people do share their experience or 
suggestions on microblogging sites without being asked to. In short, this piece of evidence from this 
study highlights that lay information mediary occurs by default because the ease of microblogging 
helps users to share the information much faster than conventional lay information mediary channels 
like sending unsolicited information via email to a person you know might use it. The findings of this 
study  demonstrate   the  way   the  participants’   experience  of   information   influences   the  way   they  use  
Twitter for professional purposes. 
4.1.9. The role of sense-making behaviour 
Sense-making is one of the most prominent behaviours that emerged in this study. The majority of the 
participants engaged in this behaviour almost continually in their microblogging activities. This 
behaviour often occurred during the information searching rather than at the beginning of an 
information-seeking process. As Participant 3 stated in the interview: 
“I try to do and search for hashtags because I know there are people that do follow hashtags.  I  don’t  
normally, but sometimes,  I’d  have  a  look. I’ll  use  specific  hashtags  or  none  at  all.  If  I  can’t  think  of  a  
hashtag  or  depends  how  I  feel  on  that  day.”  (P3) 
The results of this study indicate that participants were not always seeking information to make sense 
of something but that they were trying to make sense of the information they found to satisfy their 
curiosity or solve a problem that required information, and which did not always involve a cognitive 
or affective gap or uncertainty. The following interview extract illustrates that Participant 4 
experienced just such a process of sense-making: 
“Sometimes when you see something being re-tweeted by somebody else, you might look at [the 
person]  Twitter  feeds  to  see  if  it’s  interesting. So  you  follow.  It’s  not  necessarily  the  professional, just 
private interest groups. So  anything  that  sort  of  interests  me  in  that  way,  I’ll  follow.  It  gives  me a good 
use of Twitter to find the information, to get information, it helps because I get that information that I 
can feed into my other sort of professional QUT library Twitter account, so I sometimes get those.”  
(P4) 
Sense-making often occurred during information searching and information sharing on Twitter. 
Participants often found information on their own Twitter feeds highly useful and re-posted it in order 
to share it with their followers. According to Participant 4: 
“Well,  they often tweet a piece of article or something like that so maybe from New York Times or a 
newspaper or website, and then I’ll  look  at  that  and  see  if  it’s  worth  looking at and for following or for 
sharing.”  (P4)   
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This scenario occurs when information they found in their Twitter feeds was interesting and worth 
sharing, and they thought that the information might be useful for their followers. The participants use 
their common sense before they decided whether or not the piece of information is worth for sharing. 
Participant 6 described this as follows:  
 “The  reason  I share the latest information about Internet security and malware [because it might be] 
helpful and useful for my followers.”  (P6) 
They did not really concern themselves too much about the authentication of information, as they said 
that the information came from valid sources or experts in the IT field that they had already chosen to 
follow. The following quote from the interviews demonstrates the way information is validated and 
shared via microblogging: 
“There’s  a  certain  group  of  people  on  Twitter  that  I take a lot of notice of when they tweet something 
with a link to a research article or some industry or some observation, I’ll  take  and  I’ll  look  for  those  
conversations  in  the  threads  as  I  scan  the  Twitter’s  stream.”  (P3) 
Same as Participant 9 pointed out that he values the knowledge although the experts come from 
different fields or not from IT fields specifically. 
“Some of it like depends on where it comes from. So  I  follow  this  guy,  he’s  an  expert  in  aerospace.  If  
he tweets this, I trust him.”  (P9) 
It is evident that the participants valued the information and knowledge that was shared by 
authenticated resources or well-known persons in the field. As Participant 4 said in the interview: 
“Often  [I’m  not  validating  some  of  information]  because  it’s  the  source  that  it  originally  comes  from  
[reliable resources]. So, if   there’s   something   from Nature, then I’ll   think, but if I know what that 
source is from New York Times or things like that. I   don’t   necessarily   worry   that,   as   it’s   valid  
information.   It  might  be   something   that’s   amusing  or  attractive.   It  doesn’t  matter  where   that   flower  
comes from, you know. It’s  okay, sometimes I think but info graphics are a bit worrying I think because 
they look great and you will want to retweet them but I sometimes try and find out where the 
information comes with that.”  (P4) 
IT professionals also utilise the functionalities that microblogging provides to make sense of the 
information that they encounter, to make it more interesting and to reach a wider audience. The 
following excerpt from the interview with Participant 4 corresponds to this type of sense making: 
“Twitter is  unique,  you  can  share  things  but  you  could  also  make  a  statement  from  it.  If  you’ve  got  a  
hashtag, it gives it a context,  so  you  can  see  if  you’re  at  the  open  access  conference and then you use a 
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lot of short links, you know, and it just gives you the statement, which you want to remember because 
you’re  not  going  to  remember  the  entire  talk. If you want to read the abstract or something, but it gives 
you  what  is  relevant  and  interesting  here,  so  you  pass  that  on,  so  I  think  that’s  why  it’s  interesting.”  
(P4) 
IT professionals also use the process of sense making when they decide to follow a number of 
resources or a number of people that may be beneficial to their career or information needs. As 
Participant 7 said in the interview: 
“I follow lots of people who  work  in  libraries  but  I’m  fairly  specific  about  that  these  days  in  particular, 
I   guess   the   longer   I’ve   been   teaching,   the   more   diverse   my   interests   are.   So,   I follow a lot more 
technology people now than I used to and a lot more educational technology people. I  don’t  follow  any  
of the big companies, I follow the Guardian and the Conversation because they have interesting news 
content.”  (P7) 
In summary, this study highlights that IT professionals engage in a process of sense-making that is 
not so much about making sense of the informational content of their microblogging networks, but 
about making sense of the network itself, and about expanding it in a strategic manner to advance 
their professional goals. 
4.1.10. The information experience in microblogging 
Twitter was developed for casual communication rather than to purposively seek and share 
information (Huberman et al., 2009). This research discovered that participants engaged in a lot of 
small talk or phatic expressions with their followers. Shaw, Burgess, Crawford, and Bruns (2013) 
argue that sharing news, making sense, and saying thanks were common patterns of talk on Twitter 
during the Queensland floods in 2011. This study found that participants used microblogging sites as 
a medium to share words of appreciation, words of advice, and words of wisdom. Below are some of 
the  participants’  microblogs  (tweets)  in  this  category:   
@Person A awesome work 
@Person B thanks - it was great talking with you 
This shows that this kind of phatic communication is one way for IT professionals to get to know 
each other and to make polite conversation. Phatic communication is a type of communication – 
small talk – whose main purpose is a social communication rather than communicating information. 
Such communication helps people develop their online communities through seemingly personal but 
inconsequential small conversation (Jansen et al., 2009). Small talk influences the way IT 
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professionals communicate and engage in microblogging that has a significant impact on their social 
interaction in Twitter. Below is an example of the social interactions of Participant 5, which 
demonstrates co-experience (tweets  have  been  paraphrased  for  participant  privacy): 
 
x Lessons learnt from #xxxx, it’s   not   as much fun and more difficult participating remotely in 
hackathons via hangouts and twitter 
x But thanks to the #xxxx team in Melbourne, especially Maya for including us! 
x @Participant5 sounds like so much fun 
x @UserA thank you :)  We’re  taking  it  pretty  easy  here and enjoying the event 
x @UserB We’re  having lots of fun being part of the hack regardless, Thanks for all your efforts 
 
This study found that small talk triggered further conversation on Twitter. The above conversation 
shows the social interaction arose while the participants shared their experience of conducting an 
event. In addition, social interaction also occurred when the participant tags a specific person in the 
tweets to notify them what they have encountered may be beneficial for that person. This can be seen 
as phatic communication. However, this study found that this can trigger a conversation or interaction 
with the person or others who interested in the topic so can be classified as co-experience. The 
following is some excerpt from Participant 5 tweets: 
x @PersonA Take a look at http://t.co/vuauwEIbNC for some info to get you started 
x @Participant 5 Thanks, as soon as the Arduino arrive, I'll go there - 
 
Moreover, social interaction is not restricted to the conversation that is started by the participant 
based on individual personal experience in various aspects. It also includes retweeted or reposted 
other people tweets. 
x RT @PersonC: Congrats student LL! Best paper at http://link for   “Towards   a   visually   enhanced  
medical  search” 
 
This study discovered that small talk has led them to interact and engage with experts on Twitter 
socially. This social interaction initiates information flow that influences the existence of co-
experience in microblogging. Co-experience is an experience in a social context that is shared, 
interpreted and given meaning by others (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004). This study found that co-
experience predominantly occurs on microblogging sites and it influences the way IT professional use 
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and share information. The following is some of Participant Twitter conversations that demonstrate 
the occurrence of co-experience in Twitter (tweets  have  been  paraphrased  for  participant  privacy): 
 
x I'm hoping the OpenEd Alliance from Udacity and partners means more affordable certifications 
https://t.co/YLewGTNdAU 
x MT @Participant1: Hoping OpenEd Alliance of Udacity et al. more affordable certs 
http://t.co/TEyHpFb8cv; -so long as they make a profit, yes 
x @User4 I actually meant industry based certifications which are quite pricey - we all must make some 
money though 
 
This study showed co-experience occurred on Twitter via text-based messaging rather than 
Multimedia Sharing System (MMS), which described in previous research (Battarbee, 2003). This 
study found that commenting on Twitter creates social interactions that show the existence of co-
experience. Twitter also enables IT professionals in sharing photos or videos but they need to upload 
it to other applications and just share the link on Twitter. The co-experience in Twitter is not limited 
to closed networks but also triggers social interactions with weak tie connections. For example, 
Participant 3 tweeted his excitement about his paper having been accepted at a top conference (tweets  
have  been  paraphrased  for  participant  privacy): 
x So happy my work has been accepted to both ICIS (Milan) and ACIS (Melbourne) later this year, busy 
times ahead! 
x @Participant 3 congratulations, busy publications is good. 
x Thanks @PersonA :) 
x @ Participant3 let us know your upcoming research publications :) 
x Thanks @PersonB we’re back from Hawaii :(, see you tomorrow :) 
x @ Participant 3 we should catch up some time! 
x @PersonB Great! Looking forward to catching up :) 
 
IT professionals share with and learn from others via microblogging, both intentionally and 
unintentionally. This scenario explains the existence of co-experience in on Twitter. Participant 10 
stated: 
“I used Twitter to express some of my personal views on papers that have been accepted in the 
Australasian Document Computing Symposium, I was replying to some of this in especially my view 
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and I was retweeting the things like for example, if there was one of our papers that was presented. I 
retweeted that to make sure my network know what people we are presenting at that conference.”  
(P10) 
Microblogging is not limited as an effective tool in sharing opinions publicly but it allows social 
interactions that initiate co-experience. Engagement and conversation on Twitter initiates co-
experience and it occurs more by choice than by chance. The significant difference between 
information sharing and co-experience is that sharing information does not always need to be a social 
interaction, whereas co-experience emerges when the information that has been shared triggers also a 
social interaction. For example, sharing information about diabetes and diets via microblogging had a 
significant influence on the ability of healthcare practitioners because practitioners can engage and 
communicate directly with publics or patients to provide better services (Holmberg, Eriksson-Backa, 
& Ek, 2014). Such communication helps people develop their online communities through seemingly 
personal but inconsequential small conversation (Jansen et al., 2009). As Participant 7 stated: 
“I’ve  tweeted  an  article  called  ‘to  strengthen  your  attention  span,  stop  overtaxing  it’.  So,  that  was  an  
article  about   the   reason  you  can’t  concentrate   for  very   long  because  you’re  pushing  your  brain   too  
hard. So, I’ll retweet or tweet that for people I follow and who follow me you know, I’m   kind   of 
engaged  with  other  people  who  are  doing  PhD  and  we’re  all  in  this  phase  of  intense  work  so,  it  would  
also be useful to them. For example, I was reading actually and something came up in the #AcWriMo 
feed about using social media to promote your research and the day before someone had tweeted me 
and said do you know about any libraries that run courses for academics on how to use social media 
to  promote  your  research  and  then,  I  saw  this  article  so  I   thought  okay,  I’ll   just  retweet  that  which  I  
did and then  I  just  wrote  ‘Ping’  and  the  person  on  it  said  that  she  would  see  the  article. So, that was 
something  she  was  interested  in.”  (P7) 
In addition, experience of information influences the way IT professionals use Twitter for information 
sharing and social interaction. This is also influenced by microblogging, which provides a sense of 
place and a sense of belonging and facilitates IT professionals to seek advice or other opinions for 
decision-making. In turn, this interactions initiate co-experience. As Participant 7 said in the 
interview: 
“I   value   people’s   experiences   and   people’s   opinions   on   things.   For   example,   I   was   looking   for   a  
recommendation, which plugin to use on WordPress. Then, I usually read reviews and then I will ask 
people their opinions and then I kind of compare the two and see what I think.”  (P7) 
Co-experience predominantly occurs on microblogging sites and has a significant impact on 
information experience, yet co-experience does not frequently “trigger that sort of replies or 
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interaction”  (P1) as it depends on the kind of social engagement and information exchange. In short, 
these  users  experienced  microblogging  sites  as  a  real  place  or  ‘information  grounds’  where  they  meet  
and socialise with others. However, it is more than just information grounds for them; it is also a 
place where they create co-experience by choice rather than by simple chance.  
Co-experience is a user experience in social contexts, which takes place as experiences are created 
together or shared with others (Forlizzi & Battarbee, 2004, p. 263). In Twitter, co-experience 
occurred in text-based messages compared to other online spaces like MMS. The co-experience in 
Twitter occurred by choice rather than by chance because the information that has been posted or 
shared on Twitter is meant to reach a wider audience. The information does not always trigger social 
interaction, however, the uniqueness of Twitter has aided the occurrence of co-experience. This study 
highlighted that retweet or repost can be classified as social interaction because the participants will 
not tweeting if the information is not relevant to his/her topic of interest or area of expertise.   
Consequently, the participants engaged in a process of sense making (Dervin, 1999) but it is not so 
much about making sense of the informational content of their microblogging networks as it is about 
the network itself, and about expanding it in a strategic manner to advance their professional goals. 
Experience of information initiates co-experience that subsequently influences human networks via 
microblogging. The findings show that experience of information has a significant influenced on the 
way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes. In turn, experience of information 
impacts on individuals’ social interaction in Twitter and helps make co-experience occur by choice 
rather than by chance. The findings demonstrate that experience of information and the co-experience 
of IT professionals on   social   media   influences   IT   professionals’   information   behaviours in online 
spaces. 
4.2. Key findings 
The findings of this study demonstrate that microblogging is indeed an online information ground. It 
provides a sense of place and a sense of belonging that allows the participants to seek and share 
information as well as to engage and communicate with experts around the world. Subsequently, 
information flow in microblogging triggers social interaction with experts and significantly influences 
the creation of co-experience. The key findings include: 
Characteristics of online information grounds: IT professionals used Twitter as an ad-hoc 
communication tool, which enabled them to seek, share and use the information easily. They did not 
have to be continually present on Twitter for information seeking, sharing and use. The IT 
professionals felt that Twitter was useful even when useful information on it was sporadic. 
156 Chapter 4:Findings 
 
© Bazilah A. Talip 
Information can be found when needed by searching for a hashtag or topic; thus, Twitter helped the 
participants to store and retrieve information for references and for later use by the use of topical 
hashtags. This finding answered research question number 1, see Chapter 2 (Section 2.8), which is the 
uniqueness of Twitter, which subsequently influences IT professionals’ information behaviour in 
online spaces and impacts on the way IT professionals experience information and the way they use 
Twitter professionally. The findings also show that the nature of its ease of use, and its availability 
and   accessibility   has   had   a   significant   influence   on   IT   professionals’   information   behaviours   and  
information   experience   on   Twitter.   The   study   not   only   identifies   the   participants’   information  
behaviours on Twitter but also the network itself and the information flow within it. Due to its 
permanence, any information on Twitter is like a latent seed, waiting to grow any time. For example, 
a  blog  post   titled  “Interfacing  Leap  Motion  with  Arduino   thanks   to  Node.js”   (Seignard, 2013) was 
published in 2013 but remained unnoticed until it was shared by P5 on Twitter in 2014, which ignited 
a heated discussion. The information discovered  by  P5  was  shared  with  hundreds  of  P5’s  followers,  
which suddenly made this older piece of information explode and spread to many other Twitter users. 
This metaphor suggests that people will sooner or later discover any information that is created and 
shared in microblogging. 
Information grounds in online spaces eliminated the limitations of physical information grounds such 
as geographical barriers of access to information, the availability of place or people, and the limited 
number of people that can get access or participate. This study highlighted that microblogging has 
met all seven propositions of information grounds and also overcame the limitation of information 
grounds in a mobile-based social networking environment. In microblogging, serendipity of 
information encountering and sharing led to serendipitous human networking. This scenario occurred 
predominantly on Twitter compared to physical and mobile-based social networking because of the 
public nature of Twitter and it networks.  
This study found that Twitter is a rich, complex, and dynamic network that enables IT professionals 
to create and establish their professional networks. Twitter is public space and can be reached to 
wider audiences, which helps human network development. In addition, experience of information on 
Twitter influences the way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes. Experience of 
information facilitates social interaction on Twitter and in turn it initiates co-experience within the 
spaces. This study aided the theoretical understanding of co-experience in online spaces and showed 
that co-experience occurred by choice rather than chance. These key findings answered research 
question number 2 and number 3, see Chapter 2 (Section 2.8) that demonstrate the experiences of IT 
professionals in microblogging and the establishment of information grounds in online spaces. 
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IT  professionals’  use  Twitter  for  networking  more than for information sharing: the findings of 
this indicate that professionals frequently use social media for networking more than for information 
sharing. Twitter is a powerful electronic word-of-mouth and it allows IT professionals to re-purpose 
the tool to meet their needs. This study showed that Twitter is perceived as an information ground 
that provides a sense of place and a sense of belonging. Information flows in Twitter influence the 
way IT professionals’ use and share information as well as interact and communicate with experts. 
This study highlighted that the information on Twitter often led to the discovery of experts. This 
discovery is unlikely to occur in physical and mobile-based information grounds because it is limited 
to a certain number of people who can interact or engage within the spaces. On the other hand, on 
Twitter, the network is complex and the development of professional networks can occur 
spontaneously and dynamically.  
The unique  characteristics  of  IT  professionals’  use  of  Twitter: Social media has transformed the 
way people use information and experience of information. This study highlighted that IT 
professionals’ experience of information influences the way they use information for professional 
purposes. The findings of this study show that IT professionals are not using Twitter just for 
information sharing but are using it mainly to build human networks. IT professionals shared 
information that is related to his/her work and they also shared personal opinions or personal interests 
in their professional Twitter accounts. However, the personal opinion often related to their field of 
expertise or is influenced by the nature of the participant’s work as information professional. This 
finding shows that Twitter could be perceived as professional information ground in online spaces. 
The role of sense-making: Sense-making played a major  part  in  participants’  information  behaviours  
in Twitter. Sense-making predominantly occurred during the course of the information encountering 
and information sharing process rather than at the beginning of seeking and information searching in 
Twitter. Although the participants engage in a process of sense making, it is not so much about 
making sense of the informational content of their Twitter networks as it is about the network itself, 
and about expanding it in a strategic manner to advance their professional goals.  
The  IT  professionals  felt  that  Twitter  was  like  “an  information  waterfall”  and  reported  elated  feelings  
of wonder, surprise and amazement at the information they encountered, while some expressed 
negative feelings of drowning in a pool of information or information overload: sometimes nothing 
made sense but they re-tweeted it anyway as they felt it may be useful to their followers. Sense-
making  also   included  participants’  encounters  with  experts   in   their   fields.  Experts   themselves  were  
treated like pieces of information that users needed to ignore, engage and interact with, or explore by 
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using the existing information sources about the person including their own memory or by seeking 
information through other means, including seeking information from the encountered experts. This 
information was often sought as an end in itself and it was used to understand a situation or an 
environment for various purposes including the inference of safety, comfort levels, and trust. 
In short, below is a list of findings: 
1. Information acts as a catalyst in microblogging sites rather than as a currency. 
2. Twitter provides a temporal setting as proposed by information grounds. However, one 
significant difference is that the temporal setting is not just a place; rather, in Twitter, the 
hashtag, embedded within a message, acts as a temporal setting as it is located in a specific 
time within a specific message but can be combined with messages with the same hashtag to 
create a Twitter stream, story, or conversation around the topic of the hashtag. In other words, 
a hashtag by itself can be considered an online information ground, bringing people, place 
and information together. 
3. IT professionals customise Twitter by modifying Twitter API and embed their Twitter into 
other closed platform services or their personal management. 
4. it is no longer about sharing information or being present online; rather, the use of 
microblogging sites is more focused on the professional networks that are built on the sites. 
5. IT professionals always validated the resources or sources of the information they 
encountered before they posted it.  
6. Twitter affords self-representation through online presence and influences the way IT 
professionals use it; there is a need to be acknowledged as experts in their field. 
7. Twitter enables the formation of epistemic communities and communities of practice. 
8.  IT professionals find their online communities as important as face-to-face communities. 
9. IT   professionals’   personal   and   professional   uses   of   microblogging are intersecting or 
happening concurrently 
10. Twitter is a powerful electronic word-of-mouth tool that can increase the scope and breadth 
of  an  individual’s  reach  within  any  given  professional  context.   
11. Information sharing occurs in online spaces dynamically from one-to-one, to one-to-many, 
one-to-many to many-to-many, and interdisciplinary to multidisciplinary compared to the 
physical environments that is linear and limited to one genre. 
12. Weak tie relationships on Twitter acts as a trigger for IT professionals to communicate, seek 
opinions, and organise an event. 
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4.3. Summary  
This chapter discussed the connection of information behaviour and information experience of IT 
professionals in using Twitter for professional purposes. This study highlighted that the availability 
and accessibility of information in real time has a   dynamic   impact   on   individuals’   information  
behaviour in online spaces, whereas traditional information behaviour appears in linear ways. 
Information flows on Twitter facilitate social interaction between IT professionals and subsequently it 
initiates co-experience. This study discovered that the way IT professionals experience information is 
significantly influenced by the way they use Twitter for professional purposes. IT professionals’ use 
of Twitter is not limited to information sharing but to keep in touch with colleagues and for 
professional development. Information sharing on Twitter occurs more dynamically compared to 
conventional information sharing.  
Finally, IT  professionals’  information  behaviour in online spaces are significantly different compared 
to physical information grounds. A model of online information grounds was developed based on 
these findings to demonstrate the connection between information behaviours and information 
experiences in microblogging. The model development and its contribution to knowledge and 
practices are discussed in the next chapter, Chapter 5: Discussion. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION 
This chapter presents the findings and connects the findings with the theories in the literature. This 
chapter also discusses the key findings that emerged from the investigation of IT professionals use 
Twitter for professional purposes. 
Twitter enables IT professionals to create and establish their professional networks. This study 
highlighted that   IT   professionals’   information   behaviours occurred dynamically compared to 
traditional information behaviour that is more linear and predictable. This happens because of the 
nature of Twitter that enables IT professionals to seek, use, and share information and can 
communicate with experts around the world easily. Twitter helps IT professionals to create their own 
community of practice and expand their professional networking within Twitter sphere. 
Twitter provides a sense of belonging and a sense of place and eliminates the restrictions or 
limitations that traditional and mobile-based social networking information grounds. This study 
showed   that   the   experience   of   information   influenced   IT   professionals’   information   behaviour   in  
virtual environments. Information flow and social interaction in microblogging facilitates co-
experience. This co-experience is influenced by the individual information experience that impacts on 
the way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes. It was found that co-experience does 
occur and has a significant influence in creating information grounds on Twitter. This discovery aided 
the theoretical understanding of information grounds in online spaces. 
The participants treated their connections on Twitter the same as their face-to-face connections they 
had established in physical information grounds. The use of Twitter helped them to form their 
professional connections online more than offline because it enabled them to engage and to be 
acknowledged as experts in their fields much easier as it can reach wider audiences. The participants 
were also more conscious in creating and sharing information within Twitter because they believed 
the way they behave reflects their professional persona in online spaces. 
5.1. Twitter as online information grounds 
Microblogging employs mobile and web-based technologies to create highly interactive platforms 
(Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011). Microblogging allows user-generated content, 
which individuals and communities can share, create, discuss, as well as modify the content. 
Microblogging also enables IT professionals to exchange information and temporarily develop online 
spaces. Information grounds theory proposes, “information   grounds   are   synergistic   environment[s]  
temporarily created when people come together for a singular purpose but from whose behaviour 
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emerges  a  social  atmosphere  that   fosters  the  spontaneous  and  serendipitous  sharing  of   information” 
(Pettigrew, 1998). Counts and Fisher (2010) have shown that mobile device-based social networking 
services work as information grounds in the context of information sharing. The findings from this 
study show that microblogging is perceived as information grounds in online spaces that is not 
restricted for information sharing but that it involves human network development. Twitter is a public 
space that enables participants to repurpose the use of Twitter to meet their information needs. 
Repurposing Twitter also helped the participants to create their information grounds in online spaces 
much easier and allow them to communicate with experts around the world in faster ways. 
Subsequently, this finding answered the research question that showed the different and similarity 
between traditional and online information grounds. 
As discussed previously (see the discussion in Chapter 2, Section 2.3.3), Counts and Fisher (2010) 
identify seven propositions that have a significant influence on the use of microblogging as 
information grounds. The objective of this study is to understand how IT professionals experience 
Twitter for professional purposes. This study found that the functionality and characteristic of 
microblogging are mapped well to the seven propositions of the information grounds framework 
(Counts & Fisher, 2010). Hence, the emergent findings of this study shed light on the fact that 
microblogging is perceived as information grounds, and in particular Twitter as it enables IT 
professionals to develop their own community of practice and create their online persona. The use of 
microblogging also increases the possibility of individuals to be discovered. Information flow initiates 
social interaction that influences the way IT professionals use Twitter professionally. This particular 
finding aided the theoretical understanding of information grounds that includes social interaction in 
online spaces, which led to co-experience and information experience, which in turn led to network 
development. 
Traditional physical information grounds such as office tea rooms, hair salons and cafés facilitate 
people to come together physically for reasons other than information exchange (Fisher & Naumer, 
2006). Information exchange happens nevertheless, albeit in a dynamic and unplanned manner, 
although it is restricted to the physical space and time and hence to the number of participants that 
can be part of the communication. Instead, microblogging platforms foster temporary virtual spaces 
and enable the formation of information grounds that can be accessed from anytime, anywhere, and is 
not restricted to the number of participants. The openness, transparency, and availability of 
microblogging have also helped users share, disseminate, and find information in online spaces (Java 
et al., 2007). This element agrees with proposition #1 of Counts and Fisher (2010) that  “information  
grounds can occur anywhere, in any type of temporal setting and are predicated on the presence of 
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individuals”.  Temporal setting in Twitter occurred dynamically compared to traditional information 
grounds. For example, IT professionals can not only can create an information ground in Twitter 
stream but also through hashtags. This study found that the participants search or follow a specific 
hashtag to view what people are talking about within that hashtag to keep them up-to-date with 
information. The findings around the use of hashtags aids leads to a theoretical understanding of 
hashtags as online information grounds, yet future research is needed to investigate this area. 
Microblogging has also overcome the limitations of mobile-based services, which were previously 
limited to targeted communications (Counts & Fisher, 2010) and did not aid information discovery. 
Now, with increased mobile connectivity and also geo-location services integrated with multimedia, 
serendipitous information discovery is more common within social networks and this accords well 
with IG propositions #2, #4, and #6 as discussed previously (see the discussion in Chapter 2, Section 
2.3.3). However, this study shed a light on serendipity of information discovery, which leads to 
serendipity of human networks, which is higher on Twitter than on traditional and mobile-based 
social networking information grounds. The availability and accessibility of information has also 
influenced the development of human networks. This study highlighted that Twitter networks are 
complex and the content is rich, and the information can reach wider audiences compared to 
traditional and mobile-based social networking information grounds. As a result, information flows 
initiate social interaction that facilitates co-experience. This finding demonstrates that co-experience 
occurs in Twitter by choice rather than by chance. This is influenced by the nature of Twitter and the 
way individuals experience information, for the   participants’   information   behaviours would reflect 
their personalities to some extent.  
This study found that IT Professionals prefer to engage in microblogging because it encourages them 
to actively participate and collaborate in discussions in a social manner, but where they can also share 
educational   information.  Microblogging  match  proposition  #2   in   that  “people  gather  at   information  
grounds for a primary, instrumental purpose other   than   information   sharing”   and   is   relevant   to  
proposition   #4   in   that   “social   interaction   is   a   primary   activity   at   information   grounds   such   that  
information is a by-product”.   This   study   found   that   online   spaces   have   additional   dimensions   of  
facilitating communication through tweeting and retweeting, which helps form, a conversation in 
Twitter. Retweeting is a triggered social interaction that initiates co-experience, which occurs by 
choice rather than by chance. The information that is being created and shared on Twitter also reflects 
the   IT   professionals’   self-representation in online spaces. The richness of the content and the 
complexity of the networks make it unpredictable compared to traditional information behaviour. 
Traditional information behaviour occurs in a linear manner and it can be predictable. Consequently, 
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the concept of serendipity in online spaces is not limited to information encountering and information 
sharing but also involves human networks. 
Microblogging also enables IT professionals to develop a hub for a specific target audience to 
disseminate information for serendipitous discovery by others This is consistent with the existing 
research that offline and online interaction is overlapped (Counts & Fisher, 2010; Fisher et al., 2004). 
They treated their online relationships as similar to their offline connections. They also formed their 
professional networks online more than the offline professional networking settings. This element 
relates to proposition #5 as  “Individuals  participate  in  formal  and   informal  information  sharing  and  
information  flow  appears  in  many  directions”  and  as  well  as  proposition  #7  that  “many  sub-contexts 
exist  within  information  grounds  and  these  are  based  on  people’s  perspectives  and  physical  factors”.  
Microblogging is unique and focal, which enable users to foster collaboration, develop communities 
of practice, and serendipitously discover useful information through weak-tie connections. Consistent 
with the existing research, weak-tie relationships provide more useful sources of new information 
because members with strong-ties usually possess the same information as the individual 
(Granovetter, 1983).  
5.1.1. Information-related behaviours on a people-based network 
Twitter  provides  a  ‘place’  where  IT  professionals  engage  and  communicate  with  the  experts  around  
the world. Twitter creates virtual information grounds, which have a more significant impact on users 
than offline information grounds do. Figure 5.1 shows that previously information grounds focused 
on information exchange and currency of information was the key; they had a significant focus on 
serendipitous discovery of information, and information sharing was the main activity. On Twitter 
though, it is not just about information but also about the network itself. This is because information 
on Twitter simply acts as a catalyst that triggers the formation of human networks. However, the 
human networks created on Twitter are broader and less strong compared to that of other 
collaborative platforms that are more private, for instance, Facebook. The findings of this research 
establish that IT professionals are concerned with their online image in order to avoid personal 
reputation damage, and this has influenced the way they use Twitter. This finding maps well to 
Goffman’s  theory  of  representation  of  self  in  everyday  life  (Goffman, 1971) wherein IT professionals 
present themselves online on Twitter to be acknowledged in their fields and project their self-image 
using text-based communication in a computer-mediated environment. Thus, IT professionals 
carefully choose what information they share and are selective when connecting with people. 
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Figure 5-1 Transition from offline/physical to online information grounds. 
The study yielded some  interesting  results,  not  just  about  the  participants’  information  behaviours  on  
Twitter but also about the network itself and about the information flow within it. In many ways, 
information on Twitter, due to its permanence, is like a dormant seed. This metaphor is intended to 
convey the point that people will sooner or later discover any information that is created or copied 
and share it again on Twitter or on the   Internet.   For   example,   a   blog   post   titled   “Hackathons   are  
nonsense”  (Ference, 2012) was published in 2012 but remained unnoticed until it was shared by P1 
on Twitter in 2014, which ignited a heated discussion. The information discovered by P1 was shared 
with  hundreds  of  P1’s   followers,  which  suddenly  made   this  older  piece  of   information  explode  and  
spread to many other Twitter users. This finding indicates that Twitter aids information discovery in 
its truest sense, as a kind of information behaviour described in the literature as serendipitous 
information discovery and encountering (Foster & Ford, 2003). This is different from traditional 
information sharing which may be more linear and within a small timeframe. Twitter is also 
conducive to lay information mediary behaviour (Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007), wherein people share 
information that they think others might find useful, although they themselves may not have a use for 
it; this can be construed either as altruism or as a method of making connections. 
This study found that serendipitous information discovery and information sharing influence the 
serendipity of human networks on Twitter. Erdelez (1997) argues that serendipitous information 
discovery often occurs when people encounter and share information. Williamson (1998) argues that 
“incidental   information   acquisition”   is   synonymous   with   “accidental   information   discovery”  
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(Williamson, 1998, p. 25) and suggests that people find information unexpectedly as they engage in 
other   activities,   leading   to   the  discovery  of   “information   they  did  not  know   they  needed  until   they  
heard  or  read  it”  (Williamson, 1998, p. 25). However, the present study discovered that information 
sharing is not the main focus for IT professionals; rather, the focus of IT professionals is on the 
development and establishment of professional connections. This is because their social and 
professional networking on Twitter has helped IT professionals maintain their professional network, 
create their online presence, and establish their professional connections from weak to strong-tie 
relationship. Therefore, information flow in microblogging has significantly influenced the 
relationship between social networking and information transfer on Twitter.  
Huberman, Romero and Wu (2009) emphasise that Twitter was built for casual communication, but 
IT professionals use Twitter to keep in touch with experts and to keep up-to-date with the latest news 
in their areas. The findings of this study aid the understanding of the concept of information grounds, 
in which serendipity is not about the information but more about serendipitous human networks. It is 
evident that IT professionals establish their professional networks by authenticating the experts who 
they unexpectedly discover on Twitter. This scenario shows that an information ground on Twitter 
begins with information, and the role of information has a significant impact on both information 
sharing and professional networking.  
The study shows that,  over   time,   IT  professionals’  perceptions  of  Twitter  change   the  way   they  use  
Twitter. When an IT professional makes a connection on Twitter, the connection remains intact and 
the relationship often continues on to physical-based information grounds and also continues in a 
closed network platform. Information grounds in microblogs overcome the physical restrictions that 
traditional information grounds encounter. While the availability of and accessibility to information 
and people are not a constraint of information grounds on Twitter, privacy and confidentiality issues 
remain, although IT professionals are more careful than most other users on this issue.  
The findings of this study also point to the validity of information grounds theory in explaining 
information behaviours in online spaces. The theory posits that a space becomes conducive to rich 
information exchange wherever people, place, and information meet and where information is 
generated dynamically and in a serendipitous manner. Microblogs can initiate information grounds 
when IT professionals engage with experts. These microblogs provide a sense of place, that is – “a 
place to be in, a place to go to, a place to gather or a place in which to be seen” (Narayan et al., 2013, 
p. 127). The presence of information grounds and the serendipity of information exchanges are 
evident within Twitter. In short, the findings from this study have the potential to inform our 
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understanding of social media networks in various ways. The study provides a foundational 
understanding of the ways in which social media is used for professional purposes. This contribution 
not only helps IT professionals, but can also help information professionals who are not yet using 
social media to the fullest potential for professional purposes. The findings can help organisations 
understand and manage this emerging channel of professional information sharing among its staff and 
stakeholders. 
Not all IT professionals use Twitter for the same reasons, but the findings of this study offer a 
fundamental understanding of the ways in which social media is used by social media users, 
researchers, and organisations. The findings from this study have the potential to enhance our 
understanding of social media networks in various ways. The findings shed light on the different 
ways in which the social media are used for professional purposes. Besides IT professionals, the 
outcomes of this study may motivate other professionals to try their hands on social media to develop 
professional networks. 
5.2. Prioritising professional networking over information sharing 
This study found that IT professionals tend to use Twitter to develop and establish their professional 
connections where the information simply plays a catalyst. In order words, the information flow is 
simply facilitating the interaction between IT professionals. The information flows help them to 
expand their networks and facilitate communities of practice. Twitter is more about creating 
connections with others who may not be real friends (Miners, 2010). Previously, casual 
communication and information sharing were the main activities on Twitter (Huberman et al., 2009). 
However, this perspective has changed in which this current study highlighted that IT professionals 
used Twitter more for professional networking than for information sharing. IT professionals go to 
Twitter to keep in touch with colleagues and also for professional development rather than just to 
gather or share information.  
This study found that the complexity of the networks has subsequently helped the IT professionals 
expand their professional networks. Following experts in Twitter sooner or later will be fruitful 
because the more IT professionals shared information that is related to his/her expertise, the greater 
the chances to be noticed or acknowledged as an expert in Twitter. This scenario shows that Twitter is 
a seemingly valuable microblogging application for professional networking. IT professionals also 
tend to establish their professional networks by authenticating the experts who they unexpectedly 
discover on Twitter and they did background check via Google search engine and LinkedIn before 
following them. In short, the findings from this study have the potential to inform our understanding 
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of social media networks in various ways. It provides a foundational understanding of the ways in 
which social media is used for professional purposes. This understanding not only helps researchers, 
but can also help IT professionals who are not yet using social media. The findings can help 
organisations understand and provide for this emerging channel of professional information sharing 
for its staff and its stakeholders. 
5.2.1. The  unique  characteristics  of  IT  professionals’  use  of  Twitter 
This study found that online information grounds have characteristics similar to offline information 
grounds, but the richness of the information, the dynamism and complexity of the social networks 
have positive influences on the way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes.  The IT 
professionals in the present study reported that they did not feel any obligation to be present on 
Twitter all the time. They can go to Twitter and commit to their collaborative works there at any time, 
and they have a mutual agreement with their collaborators. The social interaction that occurs in online 
information grounds is a key to the successful creation of communities of practice. Information 
sharing is no longer the main priority for IT professionals; rather, they use Twitter to connect with 
experts from around the world. The important thing for them is to be present online and to be 
acknowledged as an expert in their areas of expertise.   IT   professionals’   information   behaviours  
occurred dynamically in online information grounds and the information flow facilitated social 
interaction that initiated co-experience that occurred by choice rather than by chance. This type of 
information experience  influenced  IT  professionals’  information  experience  in  online  spaces. 
Bougie, Starke, Storey, and German (2011) highlighted that a software engineering community uses 
Twitter extensively for conversation and information sharing, and that use of the tool is different 
between software engineering groups. The finding is similar to this current study, that IT 
professionals use Twitter heavily for conversation and information sharing, and they use it differently 
based on the nature of their work. For example, the technical IT professionals are more likely to 
modify the back-end of Twitter to meet their needs, whereas non-technical IT professionals are more 
likely to incorporate plug-ins or other Web 2.0 technologies to meet their information needs. This is a 
unique characteristic of IT professionals that is showed significant difference to other professionals 
from different fields who use Twitter for professional purposes.  
In summary, this study found that IT professionals tended to develop and establish their professional 
connections on Twitter and that the information flow helped them to expand their networks and 
facilitate communities of practice of their own. However, this study highlighted that the information 
grounds in online spaces are not about seeking and sharing information; rather, the focus is the flow 
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of information that initiates professional networks. The key finding of this research is that building 
professional connections and a community of practice via Twitter was more important to the IT 
professionals than the information-seeking and information-sharing aspects of Twitter. In short, these 
users experienced Twitter as a real place or information ground where they met and socialised with 
others. 
5.2.2. IT  professionals’  information  behaviour  in  microblogging 
IT professionals used Twitter as an ad-hoc communication tool, which enabled them to seek, share 
and use the information easily. This is consistent with the existing research that Twitter is a very 
flexible, powerful electronic word-of-mouth (Jansen et al., 2009), and also enables users to repurpose 
the tool in order to suit their needs (Straumsheim, 2014). The flexibility and usability of Twitter 
encourages IT professionals to use it for professional purposes. Twitter is also a powerful electronic 
word-of-mouth that has helped IT professionals to share their knowledge and create their own 
community of practice much more easier compared to offline information grounds. Offline 
information grounds often restricted to a certain group of experts who can participant in the 
discussion, whereas online information grounds allows experts around the world to participate in the 
group discussion. This scenario showed that Twitter increased the chances for IT professionals to be 
acknowledged  as  experts  in  their  fields.  This  finding  reflects  the  Goffman’s  theory  of  representation  
of self in everyday life image projection (Goffman, 1971). This is consistent with Sundén (2003) that 
in  order  to  have  ‘presence’  online,  the  individual  must  write  about  themselves  on  digital  public  spaces  
and project their self-image so others may acknowledge their presence and interact with them (Boyd, 
2006). This study highlighted that the mediated environments influence participation on Twitter, as IT 
professionals were more conscientious when they engaged with and shared information and made 
sure to check the veracity of all information that they shared. This has led IT professionals to modify 
Twitter API for monitoring their information feeds and keeping up-to-date with experts or topic of 
interests. They also integrated their Twitter account with their personal database systems or just 
simply plug-ins with other existing Web 2.0 technologies. Thus, they did not have to be present on 
Twitter for information seeking, sharing, and use all the time. The IT professionals felt that Twitter 
was useful even when useful information on it was sporadic. Information can be found when needed 
by searching for a hashtag or topic; thus, Twitter helped the participants to store and retrieve 
information for references and for later use by the use of topical hashtags. 
IT  professionals  also  felt  that  Twitter  was  like  “an  information  waterfall”  and  reported  elated  feelings  
of wonder, surprise and amazement at the information they encountered, while some expressed 
negative feelings of drowning in a pool of information or information overload: sometimes nothing 
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made sense but they re-tweeted it anyway as they felt it may be useful to their followers. The findings 
of this study indicate that sense-making behaviour during information seeking and sharing on Twitter 
is different from conventional information seeking and sharing behaviours. 
Sense-making  is  perceived  as  a  phenomenon  that  occurs  after  a  person  encounters  a  ‘gap’  in  the  ‘time  
space  continuum’  of  their  lives,  and they use information seeking to bridge the gap (Dervin, 1998). 
This  phenomenon  was  observed  in  the  IT  professionals’  Twitter  activities,  as  many  of  them  engaged  
in sense-making during the process of seeking information for purposes unrelated to a cognitive or 
affective gap in their mental models or any expressed need. The information seeking and sharing 
behaviours themselves influenced the cognitive gap, which required different kinds of information 
than the one the participants were originally engaged in, which often caused psychological or 
affective gaps of frustration (Lakshminarayanan, 2010). Twitter helped the participants to fulfil their 
information pursuits in many ways. The IT professionals in this study sought and used information to 
create knowledge about the other person in a complex process of capturing information from various 
clues. This kind of sense-making by connecting various pieces and sources was also observed when 
the IT professionals encountered information resources like blogs, conferences or Mashable through 
Twitter.  The  highlight  of  this  piece  of  evidence  was  the  IT  professionals’  use  of  a  complex  process  of  
memory, hunches, past experience or signs from the resource itself to assess its usefulness as a source 
of information.  
Sense-making  is  also  associated  with  the  information  originating  from  another  person’s  experience,  in  
a process of figuring out what the other person actually meant. For example, the participants engaged 
on Twitter with followers whom they believed faced similar issues; they made comments in an effort 
to understand their followers and solve their problems. This scenario indicates that sense-making is an 
essential part of all communication and of finding a common meaning between two (or more) facets 
of the information, and between two or more people.  
Finally, the current findings add to a growing body of literature that is acknowledging the value of 
information behaviour in social settings in the virtual environment. Here, this refers to the recognition 
of Twitter as an important source of information for professional purposes. 
5.2.3. IT  professionals’  information experiences on Twitter 
The findings of the study indicate that information flows facilitate social interaction between users on 
Twitter, and this interaction in turn initiates co-experience. This co-experience can be seen in the 
form of text such as commenting on, tweeting or retweeting information. In microblogging, they can 
collaborate with experts around the world without restriction on the number of people involved and 
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the geographical dispersal of information. This is consistent with information grounds theory that it 
can be in any type of temporal setting and established by the presence of individuals (Fisher et al., 
2004). The study findings indicate that the information experience on Twitter is more about the 
people than the information itself. Thus, the findings of this study contribute to theoretical 
perspectives in the understanding of information and co-experience within Twitter, along with a 
foundational understanding of the ways in which microblogs are used. This understanding has the 
potential to help social media users, scholars, and organisations in their use of social media for 
professional development. 
5.3. The  study’s  model  development 
The model of online information grounds was developed based on the outcomes of this current study. 
Prior to developing this model, the researcher mapped the findings of this study with the relevant 
theories or models as discussed in the literature and in particular information grounds theory. This 
study found that microblogging has a similar characteristic like mobile-based social networking and 
met all the seven propositions of information ground theory as stated by Fisher, Durrance, and Hinton 
(2004).  
Counts and Fisher (2010) suggested that in online information grounds social coordination is more 
important than other forms of information sharing and that information flow in online information 
grounds initiates social interaction. These findings went against propositions #4 and #2 of information 
grounds propositions as identified by Fisher, Durrance, and Hinton (2004). In contrast, this study met 
the proposition #4 that IT professionals meet at online information grounds for a primary contributory 
purpose other than information sharing. Social interaction is a primary activity in online information 
grounds and that information flow occurs consequently; in turn, the social interaction facilitates co-
experience and the information acts as a catalyst that triggers human networks. The outcomes of this 
study showed that the relation with offline information grounds occurs interchangeably. IT 
professionals’  pointed  out   that   they   formed their professional relationships more than they form in 
offline information grounds and they treated their connections in online information grounds as 
important as their professional connections in offline information grounds.  
The presented model in the next section was developed to demonstrate the big picture of online 
information grounds occurring in microblogging. The theory of information grounds mapped well to 
such environments. This study highlighted that social interactions in online information grounds 
initiates co-experience, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Section 2.7) and the network itself helps the IT 
professionals develop and establish their professional networks on Twitter.  
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5.3.1. A model of online information grounds 
Based on the literature review and   the   study’s   results   on   the   information   behaviours   on  Twitter,   a  
model of online information grounds is proposed. The model (Figure 5.2) illustrates the transition 
between physical and online information grounds. Conventional information grounds focus on 
information sharing, whereas information grounds in online spaces focus on human networks. The 
model shows the transition from physical and online information grounds, with users beginning to use 
both physical and online information grounds interchangeably. 
 
Figure 5-2 Model of online information grounds. 
In the digital age, it can be difficult to distinguish the communication occurring in physical spaces 
and the communication occurring in the virtual environment. As shown in the model, the activities 
that occur on physical and online information grounds do overlap. However, there is a difference in 
the   way   in   which   IT   professionals   communicate   in   microblogging.   IT   professionals’   online  
information behaviour occurs dynamically, whereas physical information behaviour happens more 
linear and predictable that have a significant influenced in the development of online information 
grounds. The significant difference between physical and online information grounds is information 
flow, which facilitates social interaction, which in turn initiates co-experience. This situation is 
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influenced   by   the   individual’s   information   experience   when   they   engage   with   information   and  
communicate with experts. The model shows that co-experience and information experience 
complement each other, and that experience is subjective. This piece of evidence aided to the 
theoretical understanding of information grounds in online spaces.  
The availability of information has helped IT professionals to create, use, and share information much 
more easily. Information facilitates social interaction, which subsequently leads to human networks. 
IT professionals were particular and conscious when they engaged and shared information on Twitter. 
In the minds of IT professionals, there is little distinction between the physical and online medium as 
their conversations easily overlap the two. They preferred to be acknowledged as experts in their field 
and hence did not share much personal activity on Twitter except some phatic conversation. However, 
they did share personal opinions or personal interest on Twitter that is influenced by the nature of 
their work. The individual components of the model are discussed in more detail in this section.  
Information-related behaviours: In physical information grounds, the focus is on information 
sharing rather than human networks. Traditionally, information grounds consist of the people–place–
information trichotomy that impact on the flow of information within the selected group. In this type 
of group, the weak-tie relationships provide more valuable information than the strong-tie 
relationships wherein the participants tend to possess the same information. The information flow is 
limited to people who are in the same group and is restricted to geographical barriers, having a 
significant impact on the lifecycle of information grounds. The information flow is shorter than in 
online information grounds where the information is infinite. 
People-based network: As illustrated in the model, the information behaviours in physical 
information grounds are similar to the information behaviours in microblogging. However, the 
availability and accessibility of information in microblogging has a significant impact on information 
behaviours. The information behaviour that occurs on Twitter is more dynamic than traditional 
information behaviours that occur in linear ways. Users also monitor the information in their Twitter 
feeds frequently and organise the information simultaneously when they encounter valuable 
information that can be used, making it easy to retrieve for future reference by retweeting, adding it to 
a list in Twitter, or redirecting it to their personal management system. Retweeting behaviour make 
the users part of the conversation and can spread a tweet to a wider audience, which is bringing or 
encouraging more people into a conversation.  
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5.3.2. The model evaluation 
Charmaz (2006) highlights four criteria of grounded theory that are essential in evaluating a model 
such as the proposed model of online information grounds. These criteria are credibility, originality, 
resonance, and usefulness. This section discusses these four elements in relation to the model 
evaluation. First, the model was developed based on the data collected from online observations and 
interviews. The online observations helped the researcher to demonstrate IT professionals’  
information behaviours, and interviews helped the researcher to confirm the findings based on the 
views of the interview participants; thus, showing that the credibility of the model was sufficient. 
Extensive data comparisons and intra-coder reliability were conducted until theoretical saturation was 
reached. Comparing data-to-data, category-to-category, and concept-to-concept explicitly are 
important, as it enables the categories or emergent findings to arise (Charmaz, 2006). Credibility and 
validity occurs when no new emergent patterns emerge (Jones & Alony, 2011). 
Originality was achieved in this study as there is, to the best of the   researcher’s   knowledge,   no  
existing  empirical  research  on  IT  professionals’  experience  of  Twitter  for  professional  purposes.  As 
reported in Chapter 2, an extensive review of the literature was conducted to evaluate the originality 
of this current study. The proposed model of online information grounds is believed to be the first 
model that demonstrates the influence of information behaviours within the selected online 
information grounds (Twitter). As shown in the proposed model (Figure 5.2), co-experience and 
information experience have a significant influence on the development and establishment of people-
based networks. In helping to explain the concept of information grounds in online spaces, these 
findings contribute to practice and the body of knowledge. 
The model provides a fundamental understanding of the use of social media for professional purposes, 
and as such may be a useful resource for IT practitioners and researchers. Resonance was created in 
the  model  due   to   the   categories   that   emerged   in   this   study   that  “portray   the   fullness  of   the   studied  
experience”   (Charmaz, 2006, p. 182). The model demonstrates the connection between the 
information-related behaviours and people-based networks that have a significant influence on 
information behaviours and information experience in microblogging. Finally, the proposed model of 
online information grounds is useful for organisations and professionals to use to share knowledge 
effectively and to develop and establish professional connections on social media. The model can also 
be used as a reference for researchers in future studies of online environments. 
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5.4. The implication to existing theories or models 
This study investigated information behaviour and information experience perspectives within 
Twitter. Several theories were mapped with the findings after the fact. The following section 
discusses the implications of the study to the existing theories and models. 
5.4.1. Incidental acquisition of information  
Twitter is like a gateway that enables the participants to continue their information searches in a much 
deeper manner. Information users will encounter information that they did not expect to discover 
throughout the information encountering processes. It is evident that the participants who use Twitter 
to keep up-to-date with information do not have to subscribe to RSS feeds or newspapers. The 
participants pointed out that they could find new information much more easier and share it much 
faster by using Twitter.  
An information encounter occurs when an individual is looking for information related to the 
individual topic of interest and finds information relating to another topic. An information encounter 
is not limited to purposive information seeking as it can happen when stumbling upon information 
while monitoring other information (Erdelez, 1999). Erdelez (1999) argues that the information 
encountered is not only important to the individual searcher, but may often be relevant to others – 
friends, relatives, and colleagues, or people in the closest environment, for example families and close 
friends. Serendipity of information seeking is a common occurrence when people encounter 
information intentionally or unintentionally while looking for specific information on Twitter and it 
leads to online human networks, which enhance conventional human networks. 
Existing research has investigated the concept of serendipity as a part of information encountering 
and sharing within the physical information environment. Counts and Fisher (2010) point out that 
serendipity occurs in the mobile technologies environment, but that it is limited to information 
exchange. In contrast, this study demonstrates that online information grounds are not limited to 
serendipitous information encountering and sharing, but also extend to serendipity of human networks. 
Online information grounds have helped IT professionals to showcase themselves in human networks 
that might result in serendipitous encounters such as commenting on tweets. The study has shown that 
the information encounters on online information grounds have influenced the ways that IT 
professionals’  develop  and  maintain   their  networks.  To  conclude,   this   study  extends   the  concept  of  
serendipity of online information beyond information discovery to one that involves human networks 
in microblogging. 
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5.4.2. Communities of practice 
Lave and Wenger (2000) explain   a   community   of   practice   as   “a   set   of   relations among persons, 
activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential overlapping communities of 
practice”  (Lave & Wenger, 2000, p. 171).  The  community  of  practice  offers  a  ‘mode  of  belonging’  
and influences the social learning system of the individuals involved (Lave & Wenger, 2000). In 
essence, the study highlights that the participants created and established a community of practice of 
their own. The participants emphasised that many of their colleagues were on Twitter, making it 
easier for them to communicate.  
Twitter is very adaptable, it enables users to repurpose it to meet their needs (Straumsheim, 2014) and 
the information professionals also did not take too long to understand how Twitter works as a 
collaborative tool (Rankin, 2009).   IT  professionals  use  Twitter   to  monitor   their  colleagues’  Twitter  
activities and new publications or releases in their field. The study discovered that the participants 
were highly self-motivated in adopting social media for professional purposes. The participants used 
Twitter more for communication, collaboration, research, and professional networking than for 
information sharing.  
It is evident that the participants took their own initiative in adopting Twitter for professional 
purposes. Ease of use changes the way IT professionals share information and communicate with 
experts around the globe. The significance of microblogging to the development of communities of 
practice is still understudied. IT professionals are still trying to understand how microblogging really 
works for professional purposes and what makes them transfer their relationships already started on 
Twitter to closed network platforms and physical information grounds. 
The study also found that community of practice and epistemic community development and 
establishment are possible as well as beneficial to individuals. An information ground on Twitter 
helped the IT professionals to collaborate with experts, while not being restricted to geographical 
locations has enabled the participants to be present online at anytime. The research indicates that 
Twitter is perceived as an online information ground, which is part of its success as a tool for IT 
professionals. This research shows also that Twitter enables the physical collaboration activities to 
begin on online spaces though establishing initial connections through people discovery rather than 
information discovery.  
Previous research explored epistemic communities in physical places only, and there is no empirical 
study of the influences of epistemic communities in virtual spaces. This current research project 
found the existence and influence of an epistemic community on Twitter, as evidenced by the 
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participants’   collaborative   research   on   Twitter,   despite   not   having   met   in   person; the participants 
shared a common interest, which helped them to successfully publish a research paper. Klang and 
Olsson (1999) draw attention to the fact that online space is similar to physical places. It is evident 
that Twitter has been widely used as a digital backchannel and the results were remarkable even 
though there were limitations. The study also found that the participants used Twitter to jot down 
important information for themselves (by tweeting them) during conferences, which they will refer to 
and use in the future. 
The information grounds on Twitter have changed communication from a one-to-many transmission 
to a many-to-many interaction that is more dynamic and engaging. It is evident that the participants 
perceived Twitter as a space to build epistemic communities, similar to the findings of Ross et al. 
(2012) in which Twitter allows members to communicate through note taking, information sharing, 
and  individuals’  real-time engagements to events. Hence, the study shows that Twitter is perceived as 
online information grounds that enable the successful creation of communities of practice, epistemic 
communities, and Socratic circles. 
5.4.3. Information grounds theory 
Pettigrew (1998) proposed that information grounds are temporary social settings that enable people 
to come for a singular purpose, which information flow fosters the spontaneous and serendipitous 
information sharing. This study proposed that microblogging provides temporal setting environment 
that fosters serendipity of information sharing as discussed above in section 5.1. Microblogging 
provides a temporary social setting and allows IT professionals to repurpose the tool to meet their 
needs. This is consistent with Kreitzberg (2009) who emphasised that Twitter enables users to create 
dynamic social interactions in a less time-consuming manner. Such social interaction can be shared to 
other social media channels. These social interactions also influence the creation of professional 
networking and knowledge sharing. Repurposing Twitter helped the participants to create their 
information grounds in online spaces more easily and allows them to communicate with experts 
around the world in faster ways. The outcomes of this study answered the research question that 
showed the difference and similarities between traditional and online information grounds.  
Microblogging is consistent with Counts and Fisher (2010) who found that mobile device-based 
social networking can be perceived as information grounds in online spaces for purposes of 
information sharing. However, microblogging is not restricted for information sharing alone but 
involves human network development that makes it a better place for professional networking. This is 
because physical information grounds focus on information behaviours such as information seeking 
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and information sharing, whereas virtual information grounds focus on people and on developing 
connections and networks. Twitter enables IT professionals to be present all the time since they can 
still catch up on what they have missed at anytime and at anywhere. 
The functionality and characteristic of microblogging are mapped well to propositions #2 in that 
“people   gather at information grounds for a primary, instrumental purpose other than information 
sharing”   and   is   relevant   to   proposition   #4   in   that   “social   interaction   is   a   primary   activity   at  
information grounds such that information is a by-product”  (Fisher et al., 2004). The outcomes of this 
study aided the theoretical understanding of online information grounds, that information flow 
facilitates social interaction, which in turn initiates co-experience. This study demonstrates that 
information flow in online information grounds fosters professional communication by tweeting and 
retweeting. Tweeting and retweeting are triggered social interactions that initiate co-experience that 
occurs by choice rather than by chance because it is influenced by the nature of Twitter and the way 
individuals experience information. Social interactions on Twitter hence influence human networks. 
Social interaction in online spaces influences the way IT professionals create their online personas. 
They treat their online professional relationships as similar to their offline professional connections. 
They often shared formal and informal information related to their expertise and they form their 
professional networks online more than in offline professional networking settings. This is consistent 
with propositions #5 and #7 respectively as stated by Fisher et al. (2004). Twitter is unique and 
enables IT professionals to collaborate and develop communities of practice. Twitter has also helped 
IT professionals discover useful information through weak-tie connections. This is consistent with the 
strength of weak ties theory that emphasises weak-tie relationships and provides more useful sources 
of new information because members with strong-ties usually possess the same information amongst 
the group (Granovetter, 1983). This study highlighted that weak-tie connections overshadowed 
strong-tie relationships in Twitter because IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes 
rather than for personal use. IT professionals preferred to use Twitter because it helped them share 
their expertise more easily to wider audiences. 
In summary, the outcomes of this study are mapped well with the seven proportions of information 
grounds theory. This study yielded an interesting result that microblogging is not restricted to 
information sharing but also involves the building and sharing of professional networks. The unique 
characteristics of twitter – availability, accessibility, and its global nature – enables professionals to 
develop information networks, knowledge sharing, and sustain connections. This is because 
microblogging platforms foster temporary settings that enable information grounds, which can be 
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accessed anytime, anywhere, and is not restricted to a certain number of participants. Consequently, 
information exchange happens in a dynamic and unplanned manner and influences the way IT 
professionals use, find, and disseminate information in online spaces (Java et al., 2007). This is 
consistent  with  proposition  #1  that  “information  grounds  can  occur  anywhere,  in  any  type  of  temporal  
setting  and  are  predicated  on  the  presence  of  individuals”  (Fisher et al., 2004). This is because Twitter 
sphere is local, unique, and accessible and it influences the development of professional networking 
(Power, 2015).  
5.5. The limitations and challenges of this study 
The following section discusses the limitations of the study. It includes a discussion about the 
limitations of the research design and the challenges the researcher faced when conducting this 
research. 
5.5.1. The limitations to the research design 
The data for this study was collected using online observation and interviews. Online observations 
helped the researcher to distinguish  the  ‘information  behaviours’,  that  is,  the  objective  and  observable  
actions   of   the   participants,   whereas   the   interviews   were   used   to   understand   the   participants’  
information experience through their own individual perspectives. The issues that influenced the 
study findings are discussed below: 
Participant sampling: The study chose a snowball sampling method to recruit participants. This 
method was selected to find IT professionals who were currently using Twitter. The study aimed to 
understand the behaviours and experiences of IT professionals whilst using Twitter and also to 
examine the differences and similarities between their information behaviours and information 
experience in physical and online spaces. This study focused on information behaviour and 
information experience on Twitter alone. Therefore, the findings from this study cannot be 
generalised with other social media. However, the findings from this study could help both 
professionals and researchers understand this fast-evolving method of communications, which has 
only emerged in the first decade of the twenty-first century.  
Time-period of study: A two-week time period for online observation for each individual participant 
was selected over the one-week period tested in the pilot study of the research, although these two 
weeks were not simultaneous for all participants and the study took place over five months. Two 
weeks   of   daily   online   observation  was   deemed  more   appropriate   to   study   a   person’s   typical   daily  
interactions with information, in order to avoid the influence of any extraordinary event during any 
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given week. The participants were aware that people were watching their activities on Twitter and 
could have changed their behaviours, but the interviews revealed that the participants have a clear 
understanding of the public nature of Twitter and their participation in it, and hence are not likely to 
have changed their behaviour because a researcher was watching with their permission, 
Data analysis: This empirical research aimed to explore information behaviours and information 
experience on Twitter. Qualitative methods were chosen, because they are flexible and suitable for 
theory discovery compared to quantitative methods. Qualitative research is not restricted to statistical 
techniques and hence cannot be used for generalisation. This study, however, creates new knowledge 
about the use of social media by professionals. The data analysis section provided relevant quotes 
from the interviews to support the analysis. The data were coded manually, assigned to themes, and 
mapped with the selected information behaviour categories that were relevant to this research. The 
study used both inductive and deductive approaches to analyse the data. This technique helps the 
researcher to validate the findings and provide new perspectives on online information grounds. 
5.5.2. The challenges faced 
After the ethical clearance was granted, the researcher started advertising the project on Twitter and 
LinkedIn. It was quite challenging to recruit participants via Twitter and LinkedIn, as it took five 
months to get eleven participants who agreed to participate in both data collection processes. The first 
stage   involved   two  weeks  of  online  observation,  and   the  participants’   tweets  were  downloaded  and  
analysed. The second phase was one-to-one  interview  sessions  after  two  weeks  of  ‘following’  them  
on Twitter.  
It was difficult to contact the IT professionals via direct message on Twitter, as they blocked the 
service. The researcher had to tweet the research invitation  by  ‘pinging’  their  Twitter  handle on the 
tweet. The researcher also used the snowball sampling approach, by notifying participants via email 
and asking those who had agreed to participate to disseminate information about this research.  
The study used the TinyTweet application, a tool specifically developed for this research to download 
the tweets. The researcher faced enormous challenges to download the tweets in the allocated 
timeframe for each participant. This difficulty occurred because the Twitter API was always changing 
and because of the limited number of tweets that could be downloaded. However, the researcher 
managed to download up to 3500 participant tweets.  
Despite thousands of tweets being downloaded, only the tweets of individuals on a specific date that 
had been allocated at the beginning of data collection were required. The data was in JSON file 
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format, and the researcher had to change it to a CSV file, in which it was much easier to filter and 
analyse the data. There were 734 tweets analysed, which required the researcher to go through all the 
Twitter data and manually colour code the data using Microsoft Excel. 
Next, it took a lot of time to arrange face-to-face and online interviews with the participants. Face-to-
face interviews were conducted at QUT, whereas the online interviews were conducted via Skype. A 
transcriptionist transcribed 6 out of 11 interviews and the researcher transcribed 5 of out 11 
interviews. All the transcribed interviews were analysed by the researcher and the data were manually 
colour coded using Microsoft Excel. 
5.6. Summary 
This chapter discussed the implications of the findings from this study. A model of online information 
grounds was built to demonstrate the connection between online information behaviours and 
information experience. This chapter also discussed the theoretical implications based on the key 
findings of this study. Finally, the research method implications, limitations, and challenges were 
discussed in detail. 
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 
This chapter summarises this study and concludes with a discussion of future research directions and 
proposes research questions for future research that the findings of this study generate. This chapter 
also discusses the difficulties faced in this project that future researchers can learn from. 
6.1. Introduction 
This thesis presented the  findings  from  a  study  of  IT  professionals’  use  of  microblogging.  The  study  
aimed to understand the behaviours and experiences of IT professionals when they use microblogging 
sites (with a particular focus on Twitter) and to examine the differences and similarities between their 
information behaviours and information experiences in physical and online spaces. The data for this 
study  was   collected   using   online   observations,   downloaded  microblogs   (“tweets”) and one-on-one 
interviews wherein interviewees had their Twitter account open while answering questions and 
explaining their answers with respect to specific Tweets. The online observations were used to 
distinguish the information behaviours (objective and observable actions) of the participants, and the 
interviews  were   used   to   understand   the   participants’   intentions and motivations through their own 
individual perspectives. The data was analysed using a constructive grounded theory method. The 
findings indicate that building professional connections and a community of practice are more 
important to IT professionals than the information-seeking and information-sharing aspects of 
microblogging. In short, the participants experienced the microblogging site, Twitter, as a real place 
or information grounds where they meet and socialise with others. Furthermore, the findings indicate 
that microblogging sites such as Twitter are more than just information grounds for IT professionals: 
they are also places where IT professionals create a community or seek a community of practice by 
choice rather than by simple chance. In these sites, IT professionals also engage in a process of sense 
making that is not so much about making sense of the informational content of their online networks, 
but about the network itself, and about expanding their own networks in a strategic manner in order to 
advance their professional goals. Some findings are summarised below: 
1. Information flows facilitate interactions between people on Twitter, and this interaction in 
turn initiates co-experience. This co-experience occurs by choice rather than by chance. 
2. Information sharing on Twitter occurs more dynamically compared to conventional 
information sharing. IT professionals also demonstrate multiple information behaviours while 
they engage with information and communicate with experts on Twitter. 
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3. Serendipitous information discovery and information sharing influences the serendipitous 
human networks on Twitter. This information behaviour occurs because of the social network 
itself, as Twitter is a public space, the content is rich, and the network is complex. 
Information grounds on online spaces have transformed the human networks and information sharing 
that is not restricted to a certain number of people who participate at the same time. Serendipity of 
information discovery is common on Twitter but this study highlighted that the presence of 
information as a by-product leads to human networks and social interaction. This piece of evidence is 
consistent with proposition #4 that social interaction is a primary activity at information grounds and 
will make the information flow occur consequently (Fisher et al., 2004). This research shows that 
online information grounds contribute to the complexity and the dynamism of information behaviours 
and have a significant influence upon the existence of co-experience and information experience 
perspectives. The outcomes of this study also demonstrate that the observed information behaviour in 
online spaces occurred dynamically, spontaneously, and unpredictably compared to offline 
information grounds. Consequently, this study develops the theoretical understanding of information 
grounds in online spaces that the way IT professionals engage with information and social 
interactions with experts within microblogging initiate co-experience. This co-experience influences 
IT   professionals’   self-representation   in   online   spaces.   As   a   result,   the   individual’s   information  
experience adds value to the way IT professionals use Twitter for professional purposes. 
Ultimately, these findings answered the main research questions concerning how IT professionals use 
online social media. A model of online information grounds was developed that shows the connection 
of IT professionals’   online   information   behaviour   and   information   experience   on   Twitter.   The  
creation of the model, its significance, and implications are explained in Chapter 5 (Section 5.4). A 
model of online information grounds shows the connection between physical and online information 
grounds. Traditionally, the information grounds focus on information sharing, whereas information 
grounds in online spaces focus on human networks. The model demonstrates the transition from 
physical to online information grounds, with users beginning to use both physical and online 
information grounds interchangeably. The findings contribute to theoretical perspectives in the 
understanding of information experience and co-experience perspectives within Twitter, along with a 
foundational understanding of the ways in which microblogging is used.  
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6.2. Practical implications 
The findings from this study offers a foundational understanding of the ways in which social media is 
used for professional purposes. This understanding cannot only help researchers, but can also assist 
IT professionals who are not yet using social media. The findings can help organisations understand 
and use this emerging channel of professional information sharing for its staffs and its stakeholders. 
In physical information grounds, IT professionals go to places where they already have an agenda or 
something to do prior to their visit to particular places. However, in microblogging (specifically 
Twitter), it is not required for them to be present all the time since they can catch up on what they 
have missed at any time. The model of online information grounds could help organisations and 
professionals to develop and maintain productivity within online professional networks. This model is 
practical for social media providers, general users, and professionals to better understand and use 
social media effectively.  
6.3. Significance of the study 
A model of online information grounds was developed based on the outcomes of this empirical study. 
The model demonstrated the transition between information-related behaviours to people-based 
networks in which the information behaviour occurs dynamically as discussed in Chapter 5 (Section 
5.3). The information flow in microblogging facilitates social interaction, and in turn initiates co-
experience. This co-experience impacts the way IT professionals engage with information and 
communicate  with  experts   in  online  spaces.  The   individual’s   information  experience   influences   the  
way IT professionals’ use Twitter for professional purposes. No empirical study has developed a 
model of online information grounds, which is based on IT professionals’  use  of  Twitter.  Twitter  has  
been mapped to the information grounds theory to help create a new model of online information 
grounds.  The  model’s  evaluation  has been conducted to test the credibility, originality, resonance, and 
usefulness of the model of online information grounds as discussed in Chapter 5 (Section 5.3.2). This 
model can be used for future research to study online environments, as it’s  transferable.  
This study found that Twitter is a sporadic information mechanism and the participatory culture on 
Twitter has grown over time. Theoretically, these findings contribute to the field of information 
behaviours that information sharing occurs dynamically and not the main activity of IT professionals 
on  Twitter.   IT   professionals’   use   of  Twitter   is  more   about   the   network   itself   in   order   to   represent 
oneselves online and to expand their professional networks as discussed in Chapter 5 (Section 5.2). 
This study revealed that the serendipity of information encountering and information sharing in 
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microblogging   is   not   limited   to   information   but   involves   discovery   of   experts’   contact   that  
subsequently leads to the formation of human network or professional networking. 
This study also makes a significant contribution to the methodological area of information behaviours 
based on the research instruments used for data collection. There are several studies investigating 
social media as a research instrument and limited research investigates how users experience 
information on social media. Much of the existing research has been conducted quantitatively rather 
than qualitatively (Yates & Partridge, 2014, 2015). Thus, this empirical research has a significant 
impact on information behaviours research. In addition, reflexively combining online observations 
and interviews helped the researcher to capture the uniqueness of information grounds in a social 
media setting. This approach is important to obtain theoretical understanding of information grounds 
in online spaces. Finally, the constructive grounded theory proved to be a suitable tool to study social 
media phenomena in the future; they provide a systematic method of data collection and data analysis, 
with flexibility for researchers to investigate in-depth the unexplored phenomena. The researcher 
hopes this approach contributes to the discourse on qualitative methodology and to inform other 
researchers who are studying a similar context and considering a similar approach. 
6.4. Future directions 
This study focuses on Twitter sphere alone, and how it functions as an online information ground; it 
would be valuable to understand the concept of online information grounds on other social media 
platforms. Further exploration of information grounds using different methods is needed also to help 
us develop a theoretical understanding of information grounds in online spaces. Worrall (2010) 
suggested that by using multiple theories, models, and frameworks of information behaviour we can 
understand the creation of information grounds in online spaces. This study focused on IT 
professionals who currently use Twitter for professional purposes only, and hence, information 
grounds in online environments are a construct worthy of further investigation. This study highlighted 
that information behaviour in microblogging occurred dynamically and has influenced information 
flow. Information flow comes from many directions that facilitates social interaction, and in turn 
initiates co-experience as discussed in Chapter 5 (Section 5.2.3). Co-experience occurs by choice 
rather than by chance. This discovery is essential for further exploration within social media 
platforms that helps us to develop theoretical understanding information grounds in social media. 
Furthermore, the study has collected a rich data set that has potential impact on future research, as 
future researchers can use and analyse the data. 
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6.5. Summary  
This chapter discussed the significance of this study and provided suggestions for future research. 
This study presented theoretical and practical understanding of the use of Twitter for professional 
purposes. The outcomes of this study contribute to the mosaic of understanding of how IT 
professionals engage with information and communicate with experts in microblogging.
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APPENDICES  
Appendix A: Theoretical sampling interview guidelines 
Interview guide - Pilot  
Ice breaker Questions  
1. How long have you been using Twitter? 
x What made you join at first? 
x What did you expect when you joined? 
2. Have your ideas about Twitter changed? 
x What other social media do you use? 
3. How did you first begin following people or organisation? How did you expand the number 
of people you follow? 
x Do you follow people only because you want to have their tweets in your Twitter 
feed or do you follow people because you want them to notice you? 
x Do you create groups on Twitter for easy viewing of tweets? 
x Do  you  sometimes  block  people  from  “following”  you?  Why? 
4. With your use of Twitter, do you go directly to Twitter site or do you use social media 
managing services like Yoono? 
 
In-depth Interview 
Research Question Interview Question 
What is the information 
behavior of IT professionals 
using social media? 
How useful is Twitter for you? Why? Will you be able to create 
the same social network easily if Twitter stops working? 
x What kind of information do you find valuable on 
Twitter? 
How do you use information you find in Twitter? 
x What kind of information do you personally share with 
others on Twitter? 
x What kind of information do you normally retweet? 
Why? 
How do you validate information?  
x What criteria do you use? 
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Interview guide: Theoretical sampling 
How does this experience 
compare with professional 
interactions in physical 
spaces? 
What mediums do you now use for professional 
communication? Why?  
x Professional association 
x Conferences 
x Workshops 
x Public lecture/talk 
How do you compare your experience between physical and 
online interactions? What sort of professional interactions do 
you have in physical environments? 
x What sort of professional interactions do you have on 
Twitter? 
x Do you prefer one or both? 
Do you avoid certain types of people or information on Twitter?  
Do you browse information using hashtag?  
Do you do other things at the same while you are using Twitter?  
 
Appendix B: Theoretical memos 
#Note: These memos demonstrate the evolution of the theory and do not represent the final presented 
theory. 
Example number 1: 
Pilot Study Findings 
This study has developed a preliminary conceptual model of online information behaviours illustrates 
the patterns of information behaviours within online spaces. 
 
Figure 1: A preliminary conceptual model of online information behaviours 
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First, the model shows information creation, information sharing, and information use in a 
triangulated relationship that is connected by sense-making on how IT professionals engage on 
Twitter on topics of interest. They also use information from other resources as supporting arguments 
or simply use interesting information that is available on the Internet and share it with their Twitter 
followers. This model shows that the connections between creation, sharing and use of information 
are a sense-making behavior. IT professionals share their thoughts or the information that they find on 
the Internet or other resources that is valuable for them personally or feel that it is worthy of sharing 
with their followers. 
Second, the findings have demonstrated the existing information behaviours categories that are 
influenced information behaviours within online spaces. These following categories have shown the 
information behaviours have had occurred in physical information seeking and use within Twitter. 
These identified information behaviours have been used as a tool for data comparison and the result 
shows that three new emergent pattern arose from the data in the context of information behaviours 
within online environment. The new categories are lay information mediary and serendipitous 
information discovery. 
Example number 2: 
This is some thought on interview with participant 6 (P6) 
This was the sixth interview and it was done a while ago. At the time of transcription, I only made 
short note about the possibility of emerging ideas but today I am going to conduct further analysis. 
The emergent findings were in regards to professional networking and modifying the use of Twitter to 
meet the participant needs, especially information retrieval. The participant believes Twitter was a 
useful application as it enables him to create and establish their connection with experts in his fields 
(computer security). Moreover, Twitter API allows him to make some modifications to organise the 
information that came through his Twitter stream. There was abundance of valuable information that 
was beneficial to his work, which was essential for him to monitor and organise the information for 
future reference. In order to make it for him to retrieve the information, he changed the Twitter API in 
which information that he has added specific keyword will go to his personal database. For him, this 
approach was easy for him to monitor as information on Twitter like waterfall. 
In addition, the participant validated and ensured the information he was going to share was valid and 
came from authenticated sources. It was essential to avoid him from sharing information that 
invaluable or unreadable because of broken links. He has separated his Twitter account between 
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personal and professional usage so he will not share something personal on his Twitter account that 
meant to be for work related. This helped him to create and establish his professional profile or 
persona on Twitter so people will know him because of his expertise rather than personal issues. 
The questions that emerge are how does it impact on his information behaviour? How he maintains 
the network he has created on Twitter?  
The emerging categories are consistent with previous interviews. There are an awareness of online 
presence and the importance of professional networking. This participant wants to be acknowledging 
as an expert in his fields. This finding is more emerging in this interview than the previous interviews. 
Another common theme is information validation, an immediate tool, and information organisation. 
While in earlier interviews the use of Twitter was to keep up-to-date with latest news, information on 
Twitter is sporadic, and online persona. 
a) Concepts to explore: experience of information and co-experience contexts 
b) The key element that must be written: the connection between information behaviour and 
information experience 
Example number 3: 
Note from iPhone 
Twitter provides sense of place where IT professional engage and communicate with experts around 
the world. IT professionals can also access to the information at the same time as the serendipitous 
information and experts occur concurrently while they access to the information they will discover 
and amuse with new information. Consequently, they may or may not encounter interesting experts in 
their field unexpectedly when they encounter the information.  
Serendipity of information encountering and sharing influences the serendipity of human networks on 
Twitter. The study also discovered that information sharing is not the main focus for IT professionals, 
where the focus is more toward the development and establishment their professional connections.  
IT professionals concern their online presence on Twitter, which influence their use of Twitter for 
professional reason. They ensure the information they share is validated and they also learnt and gain 
insights from experts in their fields on Twitter. It is evident that the IT professionals utilise Twitter to 
establish their networks because they value the information from experts and want to be 
acknowledged as an expert in their areas.  
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